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In December Nova Scotia’s Mermaid

Theatre (www.mermaidtheatre.ns.ca)

received a 2005 Cultural Industry Canada

Export Award from the federal Department

of International Trade. The award recog-

nizes Canadian companies that have suc-

cessfully expanded their businesses beyond

national borders.

The 34-year-old theatre company cre-

ates magical puppet plays for children and

sends them out into the world from its base

in Windsor. It’s not the first time the troupe

has won the prestigious award; it also

received one in 2001. “We don’t have the

profit that these other [corporate] compa-

nies have, but I would say that our impact

is as huge or greater,” says Jim Morrow,

Mermaid Theatre’s artistic director.

In 2005 the company showcased Nova

Scotian culture with three plays that toured

North America, Europe, and Asia Pacific.

This year there are even more ambitious

plans. The Very Hungry Caterpillar, a

production based on books by American

children’s author Eric Carle, was launched

in 1999; this year it will be performed for

its one-millionth audience member. Two

performers and a stage manager are in the

midst of a 16-month tour of Japan and

Singapore before kicking off a nine-month

North American tour in September. 

Here at home, Mermaid is launching 

a new show designed to tie into the Nova

Scotia school curriculum. Now in develop-

ment around the theme of endangered

species, it will begin touring the province

in May. Also in production is a new 

flagship production to follow in the many
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footsteps of The Very Hungry Caterpillar.

Three books by American author Leo

Lionni, known for their whimsical stories

and striking artwork, are being adapted 

for the stage. The play, entitled Swimmy,

Frederick and Inch by Inch, heads into

rehearsals in April and debuts at theatres 

in Winnipeg and St. Paul’s, Minn., in May. 

Depending on the audience reaction,

Morrow and his team of artists will tweak

the play over the summer before touring it

in the fall. Mermaid also is booking theatre

dates in Britain and Japan for Guess How

Much I Love You & I Love My Little

Storybook, which feature a pair of rabbits. 

Mermaid’s success stems from telling

honest and simple stories with universal

appeal. “We’ll bring the same play to the

folks in Barrington as we do to people in

Tokyo and Vietnam,” says Morrow, who

studied puppetry with the late Jim Henson.

“Our plays are quiet, peaceful, and not nec-

essarily funny. They’re gentle stories that

provide enough room for children to par-

ticipate in and play.”

Other 2005 Export Award winners

include BHP Billiton Diamonds Inc., 

which mines diamonds in the Northwest

Territories and sells them in Antwerp,

Belgium; Carmanah Technologies Inc. in

Victoria, B.C., which just nailed a lucrative

contract to sell solar lights to a bus line in

London, England; and Calgary-based

Global Thermoelectric, which supplies

thermoelectric generators around the

world. — MARILYN SMULDERS

Martin Karlsen, the 48-year-old president of Halifax-based Karlsen
Shipping (www.polarstarexpeditions.com), has been involved in almost
every aspect of Nova Scotia’s ocean industries.As the great-grandson of
the company’s founder, Peter Brandal,Karlsen grew up around ships and
worked as a messboy and deckhand. His exposure to a vast range of
marine enterprises gives him a bird’s-eye view of the ocean sector and
has led Karlsen Shipping in new directions.

Founded in Norway more than 100 years ago, Karlsen Shipping
moved to Halifax during World War II, running whaling, sealing, and 
fishing operations off the coast and processing plants ashore. The 
company later diversified its fleet to provide vessels for cargo shipping,
offshore oil and gas supply, search-and-rescue support, and scientific
expeditions. Martin Karlsen took the helm 20 years ago, steering the
company through the peaks and troughs of many industry fluctuations.

Five years ago,Karlsen charted an entirely new course.He purchased
a former Swedish navy icebreaker and transformed it into a 105-passen-
ger cruise ship called MV Polar Star.At the same time he formed a new
company,Polar Star Expeditions.As the name suggests, the company spe-
cializes in expedition cruises to the polar regions, with northbound and
southbound cruises into remote and spectacular ports along the way,

including Argentina, Chile, the Azores, the northern British Isles,
Greenland, Iqaluit, and Labrador.

“We’re now in our fifth season in Antarctica,” Karlsen enthuses, not-
ing that Karlsen Shipping has historically operated polar-capable vessels.
“Our goal is to provide our passengers with the most outstanding and
meaningful experience possible.” Between land excursions, passengers
participate in seminars presented by a team of experts in such fields as
oceanography, glaciology, ornithology, marine mammology, and history.

“Education is a vital component of our product,” says Karlsen.
“Our passengers tend to have special interests.They want to learn as
much as they can.” Polar Star Expeditions sells through such presti-
gious organizations as the Smithsonian Institution and the American
Museum of Natural History. People are catching on to the unique
appeal; sales have more than doubled since the company’s first year.

Karlsen is ecstatic about his business as an adventure-tour operator
because it appeals to his Viking spirit.“The world is full of many fabulous
pristine places,” he says.“It’s amazing to see the excitement of the pas-
sengers after a zodiac landing; they’re seeing places far out of the ordi-
nary and connecting with nature and themselves.” — MELANIE JOLLY-

MORE

Polar expeditions

Snap SHOTS



Scott Walking Adventures (www.scottwalk-

ing.com), an eco-friendly travel company

in Hubbards, taps into its owner’s child-

hood love of adventure for inspiration. 

“As a kid, my backpack would be loaded

up with snacks and water, then I explored

all day long,” says Angela Chisholm.

“Walking is low impact. There is no 

equipment or technical skills required.”

A typical trip is a week-long vacation

package booked months in advance on the

Internet or telephone. Guests are picked up

at a departure point and, after an orientation

and meet and greet, share a picnic lunch.

Then they hit the trail, walking through

some of the most scenic areas of the locale

and staying at historic inns in small com-

munities. Guides encourage guests to inter-

act with the local culture by chatting with

residents or going to kitchen parties; they

also interpret the natural history of the area

while at the same time creating environ-

mental awareness. “Our guides know the

secret spots off the beaten path,” she says.

Originally from the Annapolis Valley,

Chisholm studied business at Cape Breton

University. After working for a few years

in the corporate world, she realized she

wanted to return to her roots. “It came 

to a point where we were living in the 

city and I was working too much,” she

says. “I decided it was time for a change 

of pace and some soul searching.”

Settling in picturesque Hubbards in

1997, Chisholm had an epiphany while

guiding bicycle and kayak tours. “I remem-

ber biking along the coast one day with 10

or 12 people, laughing and having a great

time, and I realized that I felt like a kid

again. I was getting paid to do something 

I loved to do.” Most of Chisholm’s guests

are over 50, and they are looking for an

engaging experience. “They don’t want 

to sit on a tour bus,” she says. “They want

to get out and immerse themselves in the

culture and in nature.”

In 2003 Chisholm purchased Scott

Walking Adventures from its founder,

Wendy Scott, after working as its opera-

tions manager. The company has evolved

from offering solely Nova Scotian pack-

ages to walking adventures in 19 destina-

tions, including Quebec, Newfoundland,

Bermuda, Iceland, and Ireland. It plans to

offer trips to the West Coast and Portugal

in the near future, and possibly to the

Azores and Greenland, but Chisholm’s

heart is firmly entrenched in Nova Scotia.

“I was born and raised here and I love

sharing it with people,” she says. “This 

is my path.” — JOE FITZGERALD
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The BP Thunder Horse is the world’s largest semi-submersible oil rig,
so its influence on oil and gas prices is as noticeable as its size. During
last July’s Hurricane Dennis, the rig, which weighs 60,000 tonnes, was
listing in the Gulf of Mexico. Darkness fell amid frazzled nerves and
frantic phone calls as the United States Coast Guard ordered the
crew to head for shore.When the sun returned to the gulf waters
the next day, things had gone from worrisome to near disaster.

“The rig was in 6,500 feet of water,” recalls Mark Wood, the
owner of Instrument Concepts in Great Village, N.S. “It cost over $1
billion to build the platform and $2 billion to lay the seabed installation.
The crew abandoned it during the hurricane and while they were
onshore, something happened to the stabilizers.
One side tipped up and the other didn’t, so it
tipped over. And once it gets to about 40
degrees, it can flip upside down and you’d end up
with $1 billion worth of scrap metal.”

That’s when Wood and his Houston-based
partner, Bill Tink, were called in. “The owners of
the Thunder Horse called us out and they also
called out another company called Rocket
Science, which was kind of the ‘Red Adair’ of
deepwater leak detection,” says Wood. (Adair
and his team gained fame for extinguishing 117
oil-well fires set by Saddam Hussein’s troops in
the dying days of 1991’s Gulf War.)

California-based Rocket Science was first on
the scene and couldn’t find the problem, so
Wood and Tink were told not to bother show-
ing up. However, for reasons unknown to Wood, fate would soon
intervene. “The owners changed their minds and let us do a survey
of things,” he says.“We pinpointed a spot where it looked like there
was water going into it. That caused quite a buzz up on deck. Of
course, my customer in Houston was doing backflips onshore
because the biggest rig had been helped using his services. It was
quite a coup for this particular instrument.”

The instrument is called, appropriately enough, the Big Ears listen-
ing device.“It’s essentially my design. It took about three months for us
to put it together,“ says Wood.“It was completely designed right here
in Nova Scotia, right down to the sensing element, which was built by
a colleague of mine in Dartmouth. It’s quite an exciting story, really.”

The story is exciting because it tests Nova Scotian ingenuity on
the world stage and because as word gets out, it’ll hopefully pave the

way for more work in the months ahead. For Wood and his life and
business partner, Desiree Stockermans, the success of Big Ears in
keeping the world’s largest petroleum-drilling rig afloat is a reason to
be proud—and proof that rural Nova Scotian talent can compete
with anyone, anytime, anywhere.

Saving a 60,000-tonne oil rig hasn’t gone to the couple’s heads.
“We’re an instrument-design house,” says Woods.“Along with another
engineer in Lower Sackville, we help those who need to use sensors or
need to make complex measurements. If it’s people who manufacture
measure instruments, we help them design and build those things.”

Among the regional companies using the firm’s expertise is Kerr
Controls (www.kerrcontrols.com).With nine loca-
tions in all four Atlantic provinces, Kerr has
become a household name in heating, ventila-
tion, refrigeration, and air-conditioning systems.
Woods and Stockermans also are proud to have
Debert-based Newmac Manufacturing Inc.
(www.newmacfurnaces.com) on their database of
customers. Newmac ships furnaces and boilers
across North America from its plant in the
Debert Air Industrial Park, just 10 kilometres
from the couple’s Colchester County headquar-
ters.“We built some new controllers for Kerr’s
next generation of high-efficiency furnaces,” says
Wood. “The controls for those furnaces were
designed and built right here in Great Village.”

That work led to a Canadian first for Wood
and Kerr Controls.“For us, it was a Canadian-

designed-and-built product that was first in the market,” says Kerr
president Peter Henderson. “Our Multi-Max High Efficiency furnace
was very important to us, and Mark did a great job on that.” Kerr’s
top man isn’t the only one predicting good things for the rural whiz
kid. “He’s certainly a very competent designer,” says Bill Spencer,
Kerr’s research-and-development manager.“We knew what we wanted
the control to do, but he was instrumental in the architecture of it.
In fact we liked him so much that he’s now helping us refine the prod-
uct into its second generation.”

When you’re a small company with big plans, that kind of praise can
keep you focused.“One of our long-term goals is to be able to identi-
fy instrumentation marketing areas for the future and to build instru-
ments and take ownership of those things rather than design for our
customers,” says Woods.“It’s not to compete with our customers but

Big ambition
When the world’s largest oil rig was hobbled by Hurricane Dennis,

it was Nova Scotian ingenuity that intervened to save it

ENERGY UPDATE

Instrument Concepts 

is increasingly 

confident about 

using the Big Ears 

listening device in the

pipeline business



O P E N  T O  T H E  W O R L D ,  S P R I N G  2 0 0 6 7

to manufacture our own items and sell to them.”
The couple realizes that when that time comes, they’ll eventually

need a larger staff. In the meantime, they’re in a location that’s a little
too large for the immediate needs of a rural electronics-design firm.
Situated in the centre of Great Village, about 15 minutes west of Truro,
they’ve been wondering what to do with the rest of their Victorian-era
building. It used to house a family-run fresh-meat market in the 1970s;
later it served as a village restaurant operated by the same family.

Realizing that they won’t be able to use the entire building right
away,Wood and Stockermans aren’t sitting by idly.“We’d like to see a
café or some other type of small business—doctor, real estate agent,
lawyer—something that can locate in a country setting, so people will
come to them,” says Stockermans. “There are two antique shops
already right here.There’s a garden centre in the village. So it would
be nice to have a café.”

As business picks up for Instrument Concepts (www.instrument-
concepts.com) and its neighbouring antique shops,whoever takes over
the restaurant and retail space at street level might end up with extra
foot traffic. “The plan is to get more design capability here—more
engineers, more technicians,” says Wood.“Our customers are spread

around quite a bit.We’ve got a number in the States, some more in
Europe, and now we’re getting more and more in Nova Scotia.”

That’s because the eight-year-old company does a lot of reinstru-
mentation for mapping and surveying.With revenues in the $250,000-
a-year range, there’s room for expansion.After their success last year
uprighting the world’s largest oil rig, the couple is increasingly confident
about using Big Ears in the pipeline business.“Before a pipeline can be
certified for use, it has to be tested for leaks,” says Wood.“They pres-
sure it up,and then if the pressure holds, that’s OK.But if it doesn’t, then
they need to use some of our tools to find the holes and fix them.”

The Big Ears device also works when petroleum companies are
pumping out water to make room for oil and gas. Wood and
Stockermans are optimistic about their opportunities if Nova
Scotia’s oil and gas activity ramp up with an increased number of
successful wells and undersea pipelines.

“The water’s not as deep off the coast of Nova Scotia as it is for
the new developments in the Gulf of Mexico,” says Wood.“I’ve been
talking with some of the operations companies in Halifax and St.
John’s.Yeah, they’re interested, but we’ll have to wait and see how
that plays out.” — ALAN JOHNSON
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Next year General Dynamics Canada’s
Maritime Helicopter Project building is 
set to open in the Halifax area. John De
Lorenzi, 37, the HR manager for the
Ottawa-based defence company, already
has a strategy to recruit new employees
from Nova Scotia, as well as existing
General Dynamics staffers who may 
want to transfer to the province.

Work at the new Halifax location will
provide two major support engineering
functions in the project: software and 
systems engineering. The federal govern-
ment awarded the contract in 2004 to
replace Canada’s 1960s-era Sea King 
helicopters to a consortium that included
General Dynamics and that will produce 
a fleet of 28 CH148 Cyclone helicopters. 

Soon after General Dynamics got the
contract, De Lorenzi began informally test-
ing people’s interest through “hallway chats
and word of mouth.” The unofficial survey
around water coolers was no surprise. 
“We know people love to move back East,”
says De Lorenzi. That feeling also is perco-
lating among the ranks of top executives. 

Shaun MacDonald’s decision to move
back to Nova Scotia three years ago was
equal parts strategic thinking and gut
instinct. “I always felt I would move 
back to Nova Scotia,” says the Port
Hawkesbury-born VP of worldwide sales
and corporate development for Redknee, a
Canadian communications software firm.

MacDonald’s career highlights read 
like an IT pedigree. Finishing his MBA

while at France’s prestigious Hautes Etudes
Commerciales business school in 1986, 
he worked for IBM in Paris before returning
to Canada in 1987 to work for Hewlett-
Packard in Toronto. By the early 1990s, 
he was running Eicon Technology’s sales
offices in Latin America, Southeast Asia,
and Canada.

MacDonald’s next move, to Cisco
Systems Inc. in 1995, took him to Silicon

Valley. By the late 1990s, he had based
himself at Cisco’s Toronto location. From
there he managed a team back in Silicon
Valley and was responsible for projects in
France, Italy, and other global destinations.
Information technology’s growth into the
world of wireless was MacDonald’s next
venture; in 2002 he joined Openwave
Systems Inc., a company at the forefront of
wireless browsers for cellphones. It also

marked the point at which he had the suc-
cess and the freedom to choose to do what
he always had planned. 

“My business career is very much the
same, but now my home base is in Nova
Scotia,” says MacDonald. “ If we look in
Canada, our greatest success story these
days is RIM [Research In Motion, which
was spawned out of Ontario’s University of
Waterloo]. This is something Halifax has
going for it in multiple dimensions. We
have great universities that are recognized
as some of the leading ones in the country,
and it’s attractive to live in a seaside town
that has a diverse cultural, artistic, and
intellectual community.” 

Stephen Lund, the head of business-
development agency Nova Scotia Business
Inc. (NSBI), agrees. He points to the fact
that RIM is opening a $230-million techni-
cal-support operations centre in the Halifax
area that will employ more than 1,200.
“RIM has told the world what we’ve known

for years,” says Lund, “that this place is 
a technology hotbed.” More than 4,000
high-paying IT jobs will be created in 
the province during the next five years. 

“Before RIM, we had Keane growing,
xwave growing, we had CGI come here,
we had SupportSoft come here,” says
Lund. “All these companies realized 
that this is a great place to do business. 
It created a buzz and the momentum
required to signal a growing trend. Today
the province is in a position to go out to
people and say move back because we
have a real diversified cluster.”

Speaking from experience, the lifestyle
in Nova Scotia is something that John
Hamblin, a 58-year-old IT professional,
believes is the icing on the cake. Hamblin
is president of Innovative Technology
Consortium Inc., a division of Clarke Inc.
In 2005 Clarke moved from the Greater
Toronto Area (GTA) to Halifax. Relocating
the headquarters of a diversified company
with interests in transportation, warehous-
ing, real estate, and IT created some imme-
diate need for commercial space. 

Hamblin was pleased to find a reason-
able amount of available office space in
Halifax at a lower cost compared to Central
Canada. “Nova Scotia is also blessed with 
a solid communications infrastructure,”
he says. “There’s a variety of high-speed
data services available and some very com-
petent technical people to support it.”

The academic community is yet another
benefit. “There are a lot of universities
here, and they tend to be more flexible in
pterms of programs to respond to the needs
of individual companies, which is not
always the case in the GTA,” says Hamblin.
“It’s a very good business community and 
a great place to live.”

Shawn Hirtle is the senior communications
advisor at Nova Scotia Business Inc.
(www.novascotiabusiness.com).

Eastern beacon

B U S I N E S S  C A S E

IT growth opportunities are drawing Nova Scotian-born professionals back home

“RIM has told the
world what we’ve
known for years—
that this place is a
technology hotbed”

— Stephen Lund, NSBI
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I t’s a good thing Ava Czapalay doesn’t
suffer from jet lag, because she trav-
els a lot. Her record is 19 flights in 

21 days between Brazil and Argentina.
“Diet and exercise are the secrets,” says
the 41-year-old, who stays fit by running
every day whether she’s at home or in
some far-flung locale. She recently
returned from a trip to market Nova
Scotia’s education services to the United
Arab Emirates (UAE), a tiny Arabian Gulf
country known mainly for its oil wealth.
“Ten years ago when I would visit Dubai,
there were still wild camels strolling
around not far from luxury high-rise
hotels,” she says. “Thanks to oil, it is

modernizing rapidly, and with that comes
the demand for education and training.”

With that kind of market opportunity, it
makes sense that knowledge is a strategic
growth sector. While the province contin-
ues to be a popular destination for a larger
number of international students, education
and training also are becoming recognized
as value-added exports. In fact, Nova
Scotian-designed courses, training, and pro-
fessional-development programs are
increasingly being taught around the world,
either directly in foreign schools or indi-
rectly via the Internet.

A trade strategist with almost two
decades of experience in international 

education marketing, Czapalay is president
and CEO of EduNova (www.edunova.ca), 
a not-for-profit association that will aggres-
sively market the province’s educational
services internationally. Members include
11 universities, 13 community colleges,
seven school boards, and several private-
training companies. Funded by the Atlantic
Canada Opportunities Agency (ACOA) and
the Nova Scotia Office of Economic
Development, as well as by its members,
EduNova recently was launched on a per-
manent basis as a result of a successful
four-year pilot project and an independent
audit that showed that an export alliance
was sustainable.

Marathon woman

The World Bank estimates that the international training-and-education market is worth
$2 trillion (U.S.). Ava Czapalay wants Nova Scotia to snag a larger share
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Throughout her career, Czapalay has
worked with various kinds of educational
institutions to help develop niche markets
for high-quality and affordable education-
and-training services. She describes the
UAE as “a great market” for Nova Scotia
because that country’s laws don’t allow
foreigners, who comprise 85% of the 
population, to become citizens, meaning
that their children aren’t eligible for public
education. As a result, they’re an available
source of international students for Nova
Scotia. Also, that country is seeking edu-
cation partners to help meet local demands
for quality education and training.

The creation of EduNova in October is
a sign that the Government of Nova Scotia
recognizes that education makes a signifi-
cant contribution to the economy. The
numbers speak for themselves; each year
about 4,000 international students inject
an estimated $27,000 per student (totalling
more than $100 million annually) into
provincial coffers. “The United States and
the Caribbean have a long history with us
as a source of students,” says Czapalay,
“and it’s time to expand to new markets.”

CHANGING MARKET
Czapalay was a natural choice to head
EduNova; she has been involved with
education-marketing activities in various
forms for almost 20 years. After success-
fully administering Nova Scotia’s educa-
tion-marketing pilot project, she became a
certified international trade professional
and spent a year at the International Trade
Centre in Halifax developing the service-
export sector for the province. Czapalay
comes to EduNova from the Office of
Economic Development where, as a cor-
porate strategist, she helped develop a
provincial trade strategy.

Wherever Czapalay travels, she talks
about the main selling points for Nova
Scotia’s education products: high quality;
value; a wide variety of programs; safety
(always an important factor for parents);
accessibility; and a temperate climate
compared to the rest of Canada. Over the
years she has watched the international
marketplace for education change and
grow. “Families in the Middle East who

would have automatically sent their chil-
dren to the United States are now think-
ing, ‘Why not Canada?’ ” she says. 
These days, excluding the U.S., China is 
a main source of foreign students coming
to the province.

Recruiting international students is
only half of EduNova’s mission; the other
half focuses on exporting education and
training. One of the pilot-project successes
was Mount Saint Vincent University’s
winning bid for a World Bank-funded pro-
gram to train school principals in Jamaica.
“It demonstrated that collectively we were
able to compete on an international level,”
says Czapalay. “There were bids from the
U.K., Australia, and all over the world.” 

Part of EduNova’s mandate is to moni-
tor international requests for training and
to identify ones that are suitable for
EduNova’s members to bid on. “I strongly
believe EduNova members can compete
with the world in the overall quality of
their training,” says Czapalay, who thinks
that Nova Scotia’s growing reputation as a
quality education provider will augment
the province’s immigration strategy. 

Once students arrive, the hard work is
done. “Some of the international students
in our high schools want to stay here for
their post-secondary studies,” she says.
“Those in university often want to stay
beyond that.” For those who do return to
their country of origin after they graduate,
they take with them the new educational
relationships they’ve forged in Nova
Scotia that will help them open doors to
their careers, whether they choose to work
at home or abroad.

Like running a marathon, the secret 
to success in the international marketplace
is patience and focus. The same persist-
ence and planning that has carried
Czapalay through five marathons—
including Halifax’s Blue Nose
International Marathon, which she ran 
last year in gale force winds and rain—
has put her at the helm of EduNova. 
“I run about 1,200 kilometres in training
for a marathon,” she says. “I don’t mind
travelling 12,000 kilometres to find an
opportunity for Nova Scotia’s education
exporters.” — ROBERT MARTIN
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Five years after the dot-com 
bust, Nova Scotia’s IT industry 
is emerging leaner and more 
focused on customers while
developing its competitiveness 
as a near-shore location of choice

by ROBERT MARTIN

Adaptation

R
oss MacDougall is a founding partner and the president of Concertia Technologies Inc.

(www.concertia.com), a Halifax-based IT consulting company. He remembers the exact

day when the so-called dot-com industry bubble burst. “It was April 12, 1999, when

things started to come undone for companies like Wi-Lan Inc., Nortel Networks Corp., and JDS

Uniphase Corp.,” he recalls. “We realized that things were unravelling quickly and that location-

based services for wireless technology weren’t going to get anywhere soon.” 

Concertia was ahead of its time in trying to develop a service that would enable people to ask

their cellphones questions such as “Where’s the nearest ATM or the closest and cheapest plasma

TV?” While advances have been made in that area, such as installing GPS map services in some

cars, the vast databases for Concertia’s ambitious plans still don’t exist. “So we went back to

being an IT consulting company,” says MacDougall, “first for the telecommunications industry,

then for other industries such as financial services and health care.” Consulting has helped

Concertia grow from three employees to 20, who have worked with companies in Texas,

Bermuda, and Italy, as well as at home in Nova Scotia.
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Concertia continues to innovate; the
company has developed a system that
allows people to work on paper while at
the same time turning what they write into
electronic data. “We’ve been doing a lot of
work in digital-pen technology,” says
MacDougall. “We use a special paper,
which essentially has a X/Y co-ordinate
system built into it so that the pen can
translate into digital text. We’re doing it
because we think that the paper legacy is
going to be with us for quite a long time.
We’ve been talking about the paperless
office ever since I got into the IT industry,
but it hasn’t happened yet. In fact, when I
look at the top of my desk right now, I can

see nine different piles of paper on it.”
Applications include everything from

doctors doing hospital rounds, who can
scribble on a patient’s chart and have the
data wirelessly entered into a digital med-
ical record, and food inspectors in restau-
rants. “Instead of a three-part form—one
for the restaurant, one for the inspector, and
one for the office file—the inspector can
use a single sheet of special paper and leave
it with the restaurateur,” says MacDougall,
“because the data pen strokes have been
recorded and sent via wireless technologies
to a central server for handwriting recogni-
tion and processing.” 

Last November Concertia doubled its
office space when it moved into Halifax’s
historic Brewery Market complex, and
MacDougall expects that staffing will
increase to between 30 and 35 people over
the next two years. His employees come
from all over Atlantic Canada and have at
least five years of experience, or what he
calls “scar tissue.” MacDougall often picks
people who are IT survivors like himself and
who are ready to grow in a new direction.

W hile Concertia adapted and
prospered, Halifax’s Clear
Picture Corp. (www.clearpic-

ture.com) was consolidating its position as
a major international player in the niche
market of designing and managing online
employee surveys. Founded in 1995, Clear
Picture helps CEOs and the senior manage-
ment of large corporations gather informa-
tion from their employees to help deal with
human resources. Today its client list
includes IBM, Nova Scotia Power, Aliant
Inc., and Bell Canada.

Last year Clear Picture’s board of
directors brought in Scott Burton of
Pittsburgh, Pa., as its president to rebrand

the company and build client relationships
in the United States. Speaking from the
company’s Pittsburgh office, Burton says
that Clear Picture uses a combination of
staff and consultants and employs
between 40 and 45 of them full-time but
plans to expand soon as it sets up offices
in New York and Boston.

Burton expects much of the company’s
growth to come from corporations that are
discovering near-shoring, a refinement of
the outsourcing concept called off-shoring,
which means having services delivered by
low-cost providers outside the United
States. Initially, many American companies
went all the way to Asia and India for such
services, but because of what Burton
describes as “hassle factors”—such as 
language barriers and time differences—
corporations are bringing that business
back to North America.

There are intangibles in going offshore,
says Burton, including culture and lan-
guage. “I’m very bullish on Canada being a
near-shore outsourcing environment that
can deliver a lot of value,” he says.

In fact, in what you might call an exam-
ple of near-shoring, Clear Picture’s Halifax
location gives it a cost advantage over other
Canadian cities such as Toronto and
Montreal. A 2004 KPMG Consulting report
that compared the cost of doing business in
cities around the world found that running
an office in Halifax was among the least
costly in the world.

An example of such in-shoring is
Research In Motion (RIM), the manufac-
turer of the BlackBerry wireless-communi-
cations device headquartered in Waterloo,
Ont. At the end of 2005, RIM announced
that it would establish a technical-support
centre in Halifax that would hire 250 peo-
ple a year for the next five years. The cen-
tre won’t be a call centre, says Bob Crow,
RIM’s vice-president of industry, govern-
ment, and university relations. “A typical
call centre is used for sales or basic help,”
he says. “In this case, we’re providing
higher-level technical advice and support
up to and including complex BlackBerry
software being run on servers. We’re pro-
viding assistance to the people providing
assistance to system programmers.”

Within a month of RIM’s announce-
ment, the company had held an invitation-
only job fair in Halifax for about 300 peo-
ple, and Crow reported that recruiters
were “very pleased with the number and
quality of the candidates.” He expects the
centre to be up and running by the end of
March, a quick turnaround time driven 
by marketplace demand and the avail-
ability of a well-educated workforce in
Nova Scotia.

M aintaining that supply is a high
priority for the Information
Technology Industry Alliance of

Nova Scotia, or ITANS (www.itans.ns.ca),
which works with provincial universities
and community colleges to ensure that a
continuing supply of graduates is available
to meet IT needs as it expands over the next
few years. “There is a perception that the IT
industry is stagnant, but the reality is that
technology and IT have changed a great
deal in a short period of time,” says ITANS

president Michael McConnell. “Not that

At the end of 2005, Research In Motion

announced that it would establish a technical-

support centre in Halifax that would hire 250

people in a year for the next five years




