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What’s a skateboarder to do when
winter sets in? If your parents own a
turn-of-the-century ship chandler’s
warehouse shop with a cavernous third-
floor loft, you get some lumber and
some friends and build your own indoor
half-pipe. When every snowbound
skater from miles around starts beating a
path to your door, you’ve got the foun-
dation for a pretty good business. That’s
exactly how Homegrown Skateboards
of LaHave, N.S., a beautiful seaside
village about 150 kilometres south of
Halifax, got off the ground in 1996.

Today, owner Jesse Watson has one
full-time employee manufacturing about
600 high-quality skateboard decks a
year, along with T-shirts and other
branded accessories. Part athletic equip-
ment, part works of art, the skateboard
decks feature intricate stylized designs
created by Watson and his employee
and retail for $80 and up at skateboard
shops across Canada; they’re only avail-
able through a representative in Europe.
Watson is taking his time growing the
company, preferring to sacrifice quantity
in order to keep the quality of his
customized decks high. 

Keeping things small also makes
prototyping a lot easier. Watson is
constantly experimenting with new
designs and materials, drawing his
ideas and advice from local boat-
builders and the Nova Scotian aero-
space industry. When a prototype is

Snap SHOTS

O P E N  T O  T H E  W O R L D

Deck hands: Jesse Watson, owner of Homegrown Skateboards, displays some of his custom boards.
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ready, test runs are carried out on the
half-pipe next to the manufacturing shop.
“We can make one board at a time,” he
says, “and break it if we want to.” Not
that the boards are easily broken; the
natural wear and tear on skateboards,
though, maintains a business for replace-
ment. They are wearing out as fast as
Homegrown can provide them.

Homegrown’s building material of
choice is maple imported from New

Brunswick. Skateboarders have always
known that Eastern Canadian maple is the
perfect combination of strength and flexi-
bility for a high-performance ride. But
historically, the wood has been exported
south of the border, where larger-scale
skateboard manufacturers turn it into
decks that are exported north again.
Watson is trying hard to reverse that trend.

Skateboarding revolves around brand
loyalty. A pro skater using a particular

brand name can mean six figures’ worth
of sales for a large manufacturer. A few
competitive skaters are already carrying
the Homegrown label into competition,
and Watson is confident about their
loyalty. Most of them honed their skills
in Watson’s LaHave facility.

Creating skateboards has been Jesse
Watson’s holy grail.  He will continue to
recognize and expose amateur talent as he
grows his business. Watson feels more
strongly about that than signing a big-
name pro to compete under the Home-
grown banner. A couple of up-and-
comers, including Eric Negulick in
Dartmouth and PJ Hanlon in Lunenburg,
have “Maritime roots and might prove to
be good prospects,” says Watson.  “If we
could sign one of them, we’ll probably
never be able to make enough to keep up
with the demand.” – TOM MASON

Blazing trails 
Someone has to profit from disasters, 
but Shawn Levangie, the vice-president
of Trail Blazer, a company in Burnside,
N.S., known for its lightweight collapsi-
ble saws, still feels badly about it. “Our
best sales happen around disasters,” he
says. “Our Florida sales peaked after a
hurricane. Then there was an ice storm in
Quebec, and we’re anticipating some
good spring sales in New Brunswick.”

Trail Blazer does a pretty brisk busi-
ness in fair weather too. Formed in 1987,
the company has averaged between 20%
to 30% annual growth since 1995. That
was the year Levangie went from part-
time assembly worker to full-time vice-
president managing an entire company.
Last year’s revenues were $1.2 million. 

In the beginning, Levangie focused on
expanding the company’s product line.
Prior to that, the company had only one
product: the Take-Down Buck Saw,
which folds into a compact tube for trav-
elling yet is still capable of cutting
through a 38-centimetre log. The Xtend-
A-Saw, useful for cutting hard-to-reach
limbs, was added next, followed by acces-
sory handles that launched the company
into the paint market in Canada, produc-
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Bio Nova, the Halifax-based association
that represents the life sciences industry
in Nova Scotia, wants kids to get excited
about science. That’s why it sponsors
and co-ordinates the annual Aventis
Biotech Challenge. According to execu-
tive director Marli MacNeil, “the compe-
tition helps promote an understanding
among students that science can be fun
and challenging.” 

Colleen Connolly, an 18-year-old
Grade 12 student at Sacred Heart
School in Halifax, has learned about the
hard work and the rewards of entering
the competition. After developing a
highly scientific proposal in the fall of
2001 to see if statins—commonly
prescribed drugs that lower choles-
terol—could be used to treat inflam-

mation of the blood vessels, her project was accepted as an entry. Throughout the
winter of 2002 she visited the IWK Health Centre, the local children’s hospital,
twice a week to perform laboratory experiments under the guidance of her mentor,
immunologist Dr. Andrew Issekute. After many hours spent collecting and analyzing
data, the most difficult task still remained. “Synthesizing and understanding a project
you’ve been working on for months into a 15-minute oral presentation was diffi-
cult,” she says, “but I realized how important it was.”

Connolly’s presentation was a winner. Last May, she took first place in Nova
Scotia, and a month later she went on to win the first national biotech challenge held
in Toronto at the annual Biotechnology Industry Organization (BIO 2002) conference.
Connolly’s project, titled “Code Red! Effects of Statin Cholesterol Synthesis Inhibitors
on Endothelial Cell Adhesion Molecule Expression,” put her and the future of Nova
Scotia’s biotech industry in the national spotlight. 

Before the Aventis Biotech Challenge, Connolly already had a keen interest in
science, but now she is considering a career in medicine and has a greater interest in
biotechnology. “It’s a creative sector,” she says. “There’s so much room to experi-
ment, to try new things, and for innovation and initiative.” – J. PAUL COOPER

Colleen Connolly

Head of the class 



ing extendable poles for paint rollers.
Trail Blazer also has begun develop-

ing products that go on top of these

poles. For example, this year they have
launched an attachable rake that cleans
out the treads in the bed liners of trucks.
The company is aggressively adding a
whole auto-accessory product line. “It’s
funny where the road takes you,” says
Levangie. A five-year plan he wrote in
1995 was based on 15% annual growth,
but the company quickly bypassed that
estimate. Today he is working on one-
and two-year plans and hopes to have
another five-year plan in place soon. The
company’s products continue to win
awards, including the Best New Product
label that was bestowed upon the
Sawvivor Saw from the Canadian Retail
Hardware Association in 2001.

Within Canada, Trail Blazer makes
most of its revenues selling lawn and

garden products, but as far as exporting
goes, backpacking items are still No. 1.
The biggest export market is the United
States; large buyers such as REI (Recre-
ational Equipment Inc.) and Galyan’s
Trading Company have stores all across
America. REI also has a mail-order trad-
ing business. Across the continent, Trail
Blazer products are carried in L.L. Bean,
Canadian Tire, Mountain Equipment 
Co-op, Home Hardware, and Lee Valley
Tools, among others.

Is there a secret to the company’s
success? “We tend to ignore price
competition and go for unique designs
and quality,” says Levangie. “That’s
what has kept us alive. I think it provides
slower growth, but it’s a more secure
growth.” –  RENÉE HARTLEIB
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Peter Alex knows firsthand that necessity is the mother of inven-
tion. In the winter of 1997, the wood broker and contractor
from Antigonish, N.S., was trying to pour gas into the generator
of a remote cabin in the dark while holding a flashlight in his
mouth. His frustration at the amount he spilled in the process,
and his fear of starting a fire, gave him the idea for the Flo n’ Go
Enviropump.

Alex needed some help, so he recruited two old high school
buddies: John Laureijs, a dentist in Stellarton, and Ron Chisholm, a
Truro lawyer. The three formed Scotia Innovators, a company
that produces and distributes an environmentally friendly
outdoor-use product. The Flo n’ Go, for example, is a hose with a
safety valve that fits onto jerry cans and transfers gas by the use
of a pump. Pat Jones, a fluid-mechanics engineer and owner of
Consolidated Fluid Power in Burnside, was responsible for the
engineering design, and the company chose Scotia Scientific Inc. in
nearby Debert to build the molds.

By January of 2001, the prototype was manufactured, the busi-
ness plan was drafted, and the three partners had invested quite a
bit of personal money. It was time to be checked out by focus
groups, which was done at the Canadian Innovation Centre in
Waterloo, Ont. It was here that the three men realized they had a
winner. “One of the defining moments was when the moderator
came out of one of the focus groups,” says Chisholm, the vice-
president of Scotia Innovators. The results from the focus group
were some of the highest the Canadian Innovation Centre had seen
in 15 years. “It was a gamble,” says Chisholm. “We had to make a
decision that this was a good idea and that we were going to make it
work, regardless of anything.” That optimism paid off.

By the spring of 2002, the company was ready to go into

production, and the partners knew
they needed to advertise. So they
borrowed some TV cameras from
the local community college and
shot a few clips. CTV did a little
polishing and put them on the air.
Within the first three weeks of
business—leading up to Father’s
Day—they had sold 6,000 units.
“It was spectacular for a new
product,” says Chisholm.

Encouraged by those sales, Home Hardware offered Scotia Inno-
vators an exclusive; the national retailer was prepared to allocate a
significant amount of its advertising budget to the Flo n’ Go.
Chisholm saw this opportunity as a great gift. “We could focus all of
our attention on increasing our production capacity,” he says, which
gave them a great deal of security knowing they didn’t have to wait
around for purchase orders and worry about the huge costs of
advertising.

Thanks to a professional TV commercial, the Flo n’ Go has been
flying off the shelves of the 1,100 Home Hardware stores across
Canada. Touted as a great gift idea for fathers and a necessity for
every small-engine owner, about 170,000 households in the country
currently own one. The assembly plant in Debert is busy filling
orders, and the staff of 49 continues to grow steadily. It’s not a bad
track record for just six months in business.

So what’s the next stop for the homegrown Flo n’ Go? The
United States, of course. “If the product is this successful in 
Canada,” says Chisholm, “we’ll develop sales in the States as well.”

– RENÉE HARTLEIB

Ready, set, flow

The Flo n’ Go pump

Shawn Levangie
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When the mines in Springhill, N.S., closed in the late
1950s, the miles of shafts under the Cumberland

County town were allowed to fill with water that miners
would have once toiled to pump out. Twenty-five years
later, the son of one of those miners realized that the water
could form the basis of one of North America’s first geo-
thermal energy projects.

In the early 1980s, Ralph Ross was the director of engi-
neering at the town’s hospital. Ross’s father, a former miner,
had told him about the water underground in the mine
shafts. After some initial investigation and research, Ross
approached town officials in 1985 with an idea: that the
water could be piped and combined with the latest heat-
pump technology to create a cheap
environmentally friendly energy source.

Municipal officials were intrigued by
Ross’s idea. The possibility of creating
energy from what appeared to be an
unending source was attractive because
the same source that could provide heat
during a cold winter could be reversed
to act as air conditioning in the summer.
Looking to restore an economy that had
struggled since the closure of the mines,
Springhill officials formed a committee
to examine the proposal. By 1988, after
an outlay of only $40,000 for develop-
ment, the town was ready to watch the
process in action. “Once the idea was
presented, the town became active in
exploring and developing it,” says Jean Martin, the supervisor
at what is now referred to as the Springhill Geothermal
Industrial Park. 

The plan became a reality in the late 1980s when Ropak
Canada Inc., a manufacturer of plastic-packaging products,
agreed to try the process to heat and cool an 80,000-
square-foot expansion at its plant in the town’s business
park. Since Ropak took the initial plunge in 1989 and
became the first plant in Canada to use the geothermal
process, several other businesses have jumped on board the
geothermal train, pleased with its benefits. And now the
town of Springhill and regional-development officials are
promoting the process in an attempt to attract even more
businesses to the area.

For Ropak, 14 years has been plenty of time to assess
the overall benefits and impact of what must have been a
gamble in the late 1980s. According to plant manager Jack
Smith, the company has no regrets about making the deci-

sion to try the geothermal process. “It’s one of the wisest
investments [Ropak] ever made,” he says. “It turned out
that geothermal energy is the most environmentally friendly
and economically feasible system you can use—there is
absolutely no pollution.”

The company didn’t get involved without doing its home-
work. The process was new to North America at the time,
but it had been used in Scandinavia, especially in areas with
plenty of hot springs, for some time. A successful history
overseas and extensive research by a town committee to
explore the possibilities of the process in Springhill were
vital factors in Ropak’s decision. Smith says the benefits far
outweigh an initial cost, which can be around 20% more than

most conventional heating and cooling
methods. “What you end up with is very
clean and efficient energy, and the fact
that it could quickly be reversed to
provide cool air was important for what
we do,” he says. “Yes, it costs more in
the beginning to put it in place, but
there’s no comparison after. Our energy
costs are only 20% to 30% of what they
would be with other methods.”

The benefits of using geothermal en-
ergy became evident to both Ropak and
the town soon after the 1989 expansion.
An early report stated that using the
process instead of traditional energy
methods lowered operational energy
costs by four times. The savings,

combined with lower maintenance and lack of additional
equipment costs, helped offset higher capital costs. And
because the geothermal system is so environmentally clean,
Ropak was able to expand its operation without needing to
purchase specialized air-purification equipment. If there’s a fly
in the ointment, it’s the highly corrosive nature of the water
involved. But according to Smith, the maintenance program
required to deal with corrosion is “very low cost,” often less
than maintenance programs for other energy sources. 

Ropak expected to have a two-year payback on its
investment. It wound up paying $15,000 less for energy in
1989 than it did the previous year, despite the fact that the
plant had expanded from 70,000 to 150,000 square feet. If it
wasn’t for Ralph Ross, the system might never have been
introduced to this part of Nova Scotia, which is located
about 30 kilometres from the New Brunswick border. The
rest, as they say, is history—and Springhill is looking for that
kind of history to keep repeating itself.  – CHARLES BECKWITH

ENERGY UPDATE

Hot springs

More than 40 years

after the Springhill

coal industry came to

an end, the mine

shafts continue to fuel

the local economy
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B U S I N E S S  C A S E

Attracting investment is easier if  the right 
partners are involved

At the table

P resenting a unified front in the name
of attracting economic investments
and jobs to Nova Scotia is one of the

main goals of a new partnership between
Aliant (TSX:AIT), Nova Scotia Community
College (NSCC), and Nova Scotia Business
Inc. (NSBI). The three groups believe they
can present a package that will provide the
trained workforce, technical support, and
facilities to attract new high-end contact
centre business to the province. 

Formally announced in early February,
the partnership is an agreement that
evolved from previous working relation-
ships among the three organizations.
According to Ken Jones, NSCC’s dean of
customized training and part-time studies,
the first steps were taken in May of 2002
when the college began working with
Aliant, the region’s largest telecom
provider, to develop a program that would
co-operate in research and provide
customized training, student internships,
and employee and faculty exchanges.

“Once that partnership was formed, it
quickly became evident that providing a
link with the contact centre industry would
be valuable,” says Jones. “So together
with Aliant we made an appeal to NSBI
that by forming a three-way partnership
we could present a seamless package to
attract business to Nova Scotia.” 

As the provincial business-develop-
ment agency, NSBI is managed by a
private-sector board of directors with a
mandate to expand the economy in two
ways: by attracting new companies to
Nova Scotia and by helping existing ones
with export development and financing.
NSBI president Stephen Lund says the deal
with Aliant and NSCC definitely makes
Nova Scotia a one-stop shop for contact
centre companies that want to relocate or
establish a new facility. “We’ve met with

several significant American organizations
that were looking at expansion opportuni-
ties,” says Lund. “One of the things they
really like about Nova Scotia is that all the
groups are at the table. They can make one
call, and at a moment’s notice we can have
all the players together.”

While NSBI handles the account
management and financial needs of attract-
ing new companies and NSCC supplies
the training and workforce, Aliant’s role is
to provide the telecommunications equip-
ment and expertise that is required in the
contact centre industry. Wendy Paquette,
Aliant’s senior vice-president of customer
service, says the company has 13 years of
experience developing the industry in
Nova Scotia and is investing $3 million in
2003 to attract new contact centre busi-
ness. In the past, Aliant has worked with
the Department of Economic Development
to help launch contact centres that have
created close to 10,000 jobs. 

According to Paquette, the task is
made easier once the interested businesses
recognize what the province has to offer.
“They like the fact that we have a rich
talent pool here and the quality of the tele-
com infrastructure,” she says. “They also
find that plenty of space is available, and
they are locating across the province.”

If this alliance can help potential new
businesses realize the advantages of
coming to Nova Scotia, Stephen Lund
feels the NSBI/NSCC/Aliant partnership
can set a standard for similar future
projects. “Some of the key things compa-
nies look for are labour force, communica-
tions, and location,” he says. “Those are
critical. And if we can save them all these
extra steps and do a lot of the work for
them, it’s going to make us look better.
We can show the outside world we work
better together.” – BRENT SEDO
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In Peter Senge’s groundbreaking
management book The Fifth Disci-
pline, he writes that a leader must

build shared vision, challenge current
mental models, and help people increase
their capabilities. Michael Chender
embodies many of those qualities, which
is appropriate considering that he is the
founder of Halifax’s Shambhala Institute
for Authentic Leadership. Over the years,
Chender has brought Senge, as well as
many other luminaries from the world of
organizational leadership, to Nova Scotia
to speak and teach. 

“Michael is a collaborative thinker and
a collaborative leader,” says Rodney

Burgar, a lawyer with Patterson Palmer
who is an advisor to Coemergence Inc., one
of Chender’s two companies. “He believes
in tapping people for their ideas and creat-
ing the space for ideas to emerge.”

Chender, 53, who was born in Paris but
grew up in New York City, has been a
successful entrepreneur for years. In 1980
in Boulder, Colo., he founded Metals
Economic Group (MEG), which special-
izes in mining information, publishing, and
consulting. Today he is still MEG’s presi-
dent, as well as the CEO of a new Halifax-
based start-up company called Coemer-
gence Inc., which develops competitive
intelligence-software systems.

Although Chender started MEG in
Colorado, he moved the business to Hali-
fax in 1988. “I came to Nova Scotia as a
member of the Buddhist community,” he
says. “My wife and I were studying with
Chögyam Trumpa Rinpoche, who was the
foremost interpreter of Tibetan Buddhism
to the West. When he moved his centre to
Halifax, we decided to have a look.”
Eventually, the couple decided that Nova
Scotia would be a wonderful place to raise
their children, so they made the move. 

MEG’s customers include practically all
of the world’s major mining companies,
such as Noranda and Placer Dome Inc., as
well as governments and leading suppliers

N A V I G A T O R

Michael Chender, founder of the Shambhala Institute for Authentic Leadership in Halifax, has brought some of the world’s leading thinkers to Nova Scotia.

Michael Chender wants to make Nova Scotia a lab for new styles of leadership 

Renaissance man
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to the industry. “We had developed a very
loyal customer base from our location in the
States,” says Chender. “Once they saw the
quality of our products wasn’t going to
change, the transition to Nova Scotia wasn’t
a problem.” Today MEG employs 23
people, while Coemergence Inc. employs
12. Chender cites a loyal workforce as one
of the advantages of locating his companies
in the province. He also lauds the impres-
sive quality of life. “Nova Scotia has proven
to be a wonderful place to raise our three
children and to live,” he says, “particularly
in this world that seems to be getting speed-
ier and crazier by the moment.” 

But business goals and meditation
aren’t Chender’s only interests. “Michael

has an overriding interest not just in the
welfare of his businesses but also in the
community in which his businesses are
located,” says Burgar. “This isn’t a
byproduct or an afterthought, it’s very
much at the core of his thinking.” 

SOCIETY WITH A VIEW

The concept of community was in Chen-
der’s mind in 1998, when the vision of the
Shambhala Institute first occurred to him.
“Interesting work was taking place around
collaborative processes, ways that people
could communicate better and bring more
intelligence to the workplace and to their
organizations,” he says. “These basic
practices for building good businesses and
good communities resonated well with the
contemplative approach to life. A number
of people I knew in Nova Scotia were
already thinking along these lines, so I
brought them together to see what we
could do about it.”

What evolved was an idea for a world-
class centre for leadership training that
would benefit Nova Scotians. “I had
watched so many young people leave the
province to follow their career paths,”

says Chender. “I wanted to contribute
something to help magnetize our young
people, including my own children, to
want to stay and contribute.” The institute
seemed like a good first step. 

The Shambhala Institute for Authentic
Leadership, which officially opened its
doors in 2001, brings together participants
and presenters from all over the world to
develop leadership skills. In June, it will
hold its third annual summer program at
Halifax’s Mount Saint Vincent University.
“The Shambhala Institute is an example of
the fact that you can work with people all
over the globe from right here in Nova
Scotia,” says Darrel Pink, the former chair-
man of the United Way for the Halifax

region. “It has brought and introduced to
Nova Scotia some of the world’s finest
thinkers.”

Today the institute is partnering with
the United Way to build a community-
leadership program in the Halifax Region-
al Municipality. “Our goal is to create a
training initiative to serve leaders from
communities and neighbourhoods, as well
as from the public and private sectors,
who want to work together to build an
extraordinary community,” says Pink. 

As for Chender’s future plans, he
admits he doesn’t have a single long-term
view. “There are so many good ideas out
there about ways that aspects of our
lives— economic, social, political, envi-
ronmental —could be more sane, as well
as more vital and more compassionate,”
he says. “Often these ideas seem like
common sense, but they prove very hard
to implement. So I’m interested in seeing
our society have broad access to the tools,
not only to become more innovative in our
thinking but also to better communicate
with one another about our visions and
ideas and to act on them with confidence
and skill.” – JOE SZOSTAK

“There are so many good ideas out
there about ways that aspects of our
lives—economic, social, political, 

environmental—could be more vital
and more compassionate”


