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On the wall in the boardroom of Nova
Scotia’s F&S Manufacturing Inc. is a
map of the United States. Spread across
it are multicoloured tacks marking the
spots south of the border where the
mighty Bigfoot Systems footing forms
are currently distributed. Kirk Swinimer,
the company’s vice-president and gener-
al manager, looks at the map and reflects
on the exciting seven years it has been
since he made his first sketch of what

became the widely popular form. 
Today the Bigfoot is used not only

throughout Canada and the United States
but also in countries as far away as Japan
and Iceland, with plans to expand into
Australia and New Zealand. Last fall
Swinimer, who lives in Chester, N.S.,
received a prestigious $10,000 Manning
Innovation Award for his invention. The
national award recognized his simple
solution to a long-standing construction
challenge. 

A carpenter and contractor who
builds custom homes, Swinimer, 45, got
the idea for his Bigfoot innovation in

1996 while building a deck for his
dentist. Like many construction jobs, it
required making footing forms. The
small, wooden, box frames are meant to
form a base for, and hold upright,
construction tubes into which concrete is
poured to make a footing.

Working in an area filled with tree
stumps and roots that day, Swinimer
struggled to place the wooden footing
forms on level ground. “I said to myself,
‘There has to be a better way,’ ” he says.
There was, and he went home and drew
an initial sketch of the Bigfoot. Swinimer
knew he was onto something. “It was a
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Snap SHOTS
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Eureka: Kirk Swinimer’s patented Bigfoot Systems footing forms solved a long-standing construction problem and recently received an award for innovation.
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ach nervous performer enters the audition room at an appointed time, knowing

a good performance could make or break their musical careers. The lights in the

room are dim. The judges, lined up behind a table at the front of the room, joke

lightly with each musician to ease their jitters before proceeding.

No, this isn’t a taping of Canadian Idol. These auditions determined the 2003-04 class of

the Applied Music Technology course at Cape Breton’s Sydney campus of McKenzie

College. The first of its kind in Atlantic Canada, the new program has more applicants than

it can physically accommodate. The students must possess a certain level of instrumental

or vocal mastery, which they prove in their auditions; that musical ability will be nurtured

throughout the course. In addition, part of each school day will deal with the technology

and business side of the modern-day music scene.

According to Sydney campus president Todd Graham, the business of music is perhaps

the most important element of the course. “Being a musician is, essentially, being an inde-

pendent business owner,” says Graham. Course topics include self-promotion, purchasing

and renting instruments and equipment, and financial planning and budgeting. The program

will also examine the legal aspects of publishing, copyright and contract law, and the roles

of managers and publishers. 

Established Cape Breton musicians and music-industry professionals have been

approached to act as mentors, lecturers, and part-time instructors during the 10-month

program. On an island of just over 100,000 people that has produced such superstars as

Natalie MacMaster, The Rankins, and Rita MacNeil, Graham says finding qualified mentors

was as easy as “going next door.” For example, Bill Appleby has been a musician “forever,”

as he describes it; he currently appears with musical partner Doug Johnson in a duo called

DougBill Platypus. Graham runs his own production-management company and is second

vice-president of the Music Industry Association of Nova Scotia (MIANS). He says the

Applied Music Technology course is “right on the money.”

“You have to have a lot more business acumen today than you needed in the 1960s

and ’70s,” says Graham. “If you want a successful career—and I emphasize career—in the

music business, you have to be aware of the business side because competition is fierce.”

Appleby says the professionally recorded demo tape each student will possess when they

leave the school, along with the business and technology skills they will have acquired, will

help them market their material. 

Applicants hail from all around the Maritimes, a result of only basic promotion on the

school’s part. Even Graham is surprised at the response. “We have some exceptionally talented

people applying and a limited number of seats,” he says. “All indications are that within a very

short time, this course will be the cornerstone of this school.” – HAL DORNADIC

McKenzie College’s new Applied Music Technology course will enable musicians to be
better business people as well as skilled performers.

The business of music eureka moment,” he recalls. Less than six
months later, the product was being
manufactured in Nova Scotia. 

The patented Bigfoot is a large,
upside-down, funnel-shaped form made
of high-density polyethylene plastic—the
same plastic used to make gas cans. The
top of the footing is attached with wooden
screws to a standard construction tube,
and the entire footing form is put in place
as one unit. The unit is then filled with
concrete, creating a solid uniform footing.
The system can be used both above and
below ground for everything from
cottages and raised decks to fence posts
and wharves. Bigfoot is approved
throughout North America for residential
building and many commercial and indus-
trial applications. The unit retails in Cana-
da for between $14 and $70, depending
on its size. Swinimer estimates that
175,000 Bigfoot Systems were sold in
2003; sales have been steadily growing
from 15% to 20% each year. 

“The name [of the product] has helped
propel this,” says Swinimer. Thinking that
it looked like one of NASA’s famed space-
crafts, Swinimer originally was going to
call his creation the Apollo. But in another
eureka moment, while sitting in his car, he
decided on Bigfoot. And the rest, as they
say, is history. – ALLISON LAWLOR

Next summer, 270 primary-school princi-
pals from Jamaica will receive a diploma
from Mount Saint Vincent University
(MSVU) in Halifax. The “Jamaica
Project” began last spring with the goal 
of improving that country’s education
system by providing viable professional-
development opportunities. Fifty principals
arrived in Halifax last May and studied
for three months, completing their
program in August; another 220 are taking
the same course in their own country 
this winter. Educators, including MSVU
professors and Nova Scotian school 
principals, travel to Jamaica to teach 
five weeklong courses. 

“This program is being very well
received,” says Alan Dawe, the co-ordi-
nator of the Principals Diploma Project,
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which is under contract to the Jamaican
Ministry of Education and funded by the
International Development Bank. Dawe
hears a lot of anecdotal evidence from
the principals about what they’re learn-
ing. “What they seem to really enjoy is
collaboration and teamwork, which is
something that all of our professors do
very well and that we’ve built into the
program.” Designed to provide content
about administrative leadership, the
project also provides a model the princi-
pals can use in designing their own
professional-development opportunities
with their staff.

Beverly Black was one of the first 50
participants. “Challenging but reward-
ing” is how she describes her experience
at MSVU. Since her return to Jamaica,
Black feels more competent “as a leader,
manager, and member of the school’s
community” and is implementing new
strategies that she knows are enhancing
the education of her students. 

According to Dawe, MSVU has a
long history of being involved in the
Caribbean: Trinidad and Tobago and the
Barbados are just some of the countries

that have benefited from the university’s
expertise in the areas of educational
training, distance education, and adult
learning. “Nova Scotian educators,
teachers, and administrators are highly
regarded, sought-after speakers and
lecturers,” says Dawe, adding that the
Nova Scotia Department of Education
curriculum is respected worldwide and
has been adopted by other countries. 

Although Dawe gets to spend a lot of
time in Jamaica, especially in these early

days of the program, it’s not all sunshine
and rum.  “It’s a lot of hard work and 20-
hour days,” he insists. There are infra-
structure and technical problems as well
as geographical challenges, since many
of the Jamaican principals live in remote
rural areas and have to deal with weather
conditions and road washouts that can
take days to repair. “This is a big deal for
them,” says Dawe. “They’re not getting
time off school. This is their vacation
time.”  – RENÉE HARTLEIB
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Celebrating the Jamaica Project (left to right): Dr. Sheila Brown, MSVU president; principals Maureen Dunn and Freddie Bingham; and co-ordinator  Alan Dawe. 

Universities drive research in Nova Scotia
University R&D spending as a % of GDP
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T here are secrets to success that are so simple and
straightforward that you can’t plan for them or pick
them up in training programs or from reliable 

suppliers. They are far more elemental. Being at the right
place at the right time, for example.

That was the case for film and television editor Kim
McTaggart, who was at the right place at the right time in
Halifax during the mid 1990s. “I was always on the trail-

ing edge of technology,” she will joke about when she
bought her first editing suite, a Media 100. “They were
just about to release a totally new system, so I was able to
buy one of the older ones for a really reduced price.”
While it may not have been the top of the new line, it was
adequate at the time. As one of the only film editors in
town with her own high-quality editing equipment, she
would never lack for work.
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As Nova Scotia’s film industry has emerged over the last decade,
so have some specialized job skills

Cutting edge

NOVA SCOTIANS

ON THE JOB

Digital Destiny: Film and TV editor Kim McTaggart works on such shows as This Hour Has 22 Minutes, as well as on independent productions.
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Today McTaggart, who now owns an
Avid (Apple), the best editing suite
around, works on such popular TV shows
as This Hour Has 22 Minutes, as well as
on independent productions for companies
such as New Scotland Pictures, Salter
Street Films, and Citadel Productions. In
the past, she has worked on Lexx and
Made in Canada.

Of course, being in the right place at
the right time only takes you so far. Talent
also is a factor, as is work ethic—both of
which McTaggart, who has a bachelor of
fine arts degree from York University with
a specialized honours in film, seems to

have in spades. “There were times at the
beginning where I remember putting in
100-hour weeks and more,” she recalls.
She remembers napping in her office
overnight instead of going home to sleep
and rushing from project to project with-
out taking time to eat.

McTaggart’s resumé speaks for itself.
“I prefer to cut drama,” she says. “That’s
my favourite thing to do, character 
development, that sort of thing.” She 
says it’s her specialty and that she 
prefers drama and comedy over action. 
“I can’t cut action at all,” she admits. “A
producer once told me, ‘Women can’t cut
action.’ But I was the only woman there,
so really, he was saying I couldn’t cut
action. And it’s true, I can’t. But not
because I’m a woman.”

Interestingly, the editing profession
was originally dominated by women. 
“In the 1920s and ’30s, it was almost 
all women,” says McTaggart. “I think it
was because of the manual dexterity it
required.” Until the ’90s, tape was cut 
by hand; movies, television shows, and
radio broadcasts were all put together 
by cutting and pasting (“splicing”)—
literally. Women tended to have better
hand-eye co-ordination, perhaps the 
result of practicing crafts such as needle-
work and quilting.

McTaggart remembers cutting and
splicing her last film in 1993, a project

for the National Film Board. Two years
later, she bought that first editing suite,
and the rest is digital history. According
to her, it’s the digital aspect that makes
working in film and television so excit-
ing right now. But it’s also a double-
edged sword because the increased avail-
ability and lowered costs of digital
equipment creates more competition for
her company, Kimberlee McTaggart
Editing Ltd. “I used to rent out my
equipment and be able to charge a decent
price for it,” she says. “But now you can
go out and buy this stuff, and a lot more
companies are doing that.” Still, she has
weathered slowdowns before. “I definitely
have enough [work] to keep me busy,”
she says. “I’m not worried about that.”

– ANDREA METHOT
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As one of the only film editors 
in town with her own editing
equipment, McTaggart would
never lack for work
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It took Halifax five years to get into the World Energy Cities
Partnership (WECP) but less then two years to rise to the
top. At its annual meeting held in October, the 11-member

body elected Halifax Regional Municipality Mayor Peter Kelly to a
two-year term as president.

“It’s an honour to head an organization with such global
reach,” says Kelly, whose first goal is to make local community and
business leaders aware of the partnership and what it can do for
them, not only in metro Halifax but also in the rest of the region.
“We have to work together on this to make sure all opportunities
are explored.”

Kelly’s WECP presidency takes effect in January; he already
has begun to squeeze partnership work into his busy schedule,
meeting with local entrepreneurs interested in learning more
about its potential. “The intent is to expand our business opportu-
nities elsewhere around the world,” he says. “If we can open up
doors for our oil and gas sector, that is a positive step.”

One of Kelly’s first tasks will be to chair the WECP’s interim
meeting in Houston in May of 2004 during the Offshore Technology
Conference. Later in the year he will lead a delegation to the
Caribbean republic of Trinidad and Tobago to attend the WECP’s
annual general meeting. The partnership is directed by its presi-
dent and vice-president and supported by a secretariat office,
which is based in Houston.

The WECP acts as a forum for energy cities to share experi-
ences and contacts and to provide support in tackling common
industry issues such as emergency planning, oil-industry expecta-
tions, and diversification strategies. The effort to join the organiza-
tion was spearheaded by the Greater Halifax Partnership; five
years of hard work came to fruition in January of 2002 when Hali-
fax was named the newest member.

Other member cities include St. John’s; Aberdeen, Scotland;
Baku, Azerbaijan; Daqing and Dongying, China; Houston; Perth,
Australia; Rio de Janeiro; Stavanger, Norway; and Villahermosa,
Mexico. According to Kelly, Halifax will work with other cities
that have already gone through the growth cycle common to new
energy cities. “It gives us a chance to learn from their mistakes so
we don’t go in the same directions,” he says. “We can take the
good and watch out for the bad.”

It isn’t just the growing cities from which Halifax can learn but
also the cities heading the other way—ones with mature petroleum
industries that are interested in diversifying their economies.
“These are cities that have gone through a lot more than we
have,” says Kelly. “They are in that post-mature age, and we can
learn from them.” 

Membership can also help Halifax better understand the cycli-
cal nature of the petroleum industry. Last year was a challenging
one for Nova Scotia’s nascent sector. While some exploration
projects were started, the industry is still waiting for the next big
find—one that will reinvigorate the entire offshore. “When there
is knowledge of the reasons for the peaks and valleys,” says Kelly,
“then you can work to try to do interim adjustments to make
sure that you don’t go off in the wrong direction.” In addition to
gleaning strategies from other member cities, Halifax also will be
able to share some of its own organizational skills, especially with
those from less-developed countries.

If all goes as planned, the WECP should benefit both politi-
cians and the business community “so that we’re all in tune and
heading in the right direction,” says Kelly. And it isn’t just oil and
gas-related business that stands to benefit. As doors are opened,
opportunities may present themselves in such industries as
tourism and business services. – STEPHEN BORNAIS

ENERGY UPDATE

Head of the class
Two years after admitting Halifax as a member, the World Energy Cities Partnership 

has elected Mayor Peter Kelly to its presidency

The WECP acts as a forum for energy cities to share experiences and contacts and to provide support in tackling common industry issues.
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A benevolent bulldozer, Frank Anderson clears the way
for development on Nova Scotia’s southwest shore

N A V I G A T O R

True
believer

nless you have a better solution, get out of the way.”
That’s the mantra of Frank Anderson, the CEO of
the South West Shore Regional Development

Authority (RDA). They’re aggressive words, but Anderson
believes that aggression is a necessary part of moving
forward economically. “You don’t get anywhere in this
game if you’re timid,” he says. That’s especially true when
you live in the southwest corner of Nova Scotia. 

A self-confessed workaholic who spends his vacations
volunteering, Anderson, 54, is also the executive director
of both the Yarmouth Area Industrial Commission and the
Yarmouth Port Authority. All three bodies work together
to aid in the economic development of the region. “We
never have a dull day; our finger is into almost every pie
that’s out there,” says Anderson proudly. “We don’t have
to advertise anymore.” 

He’s not kidding. The list of accomplishments grows
daily. The Fred Page Cup hockey tournament was snagged
for 2005. The Business Development Bank of Canada,
after being wooed for 10 years, is opening a Yarmouth
office this winter. A major call centre recently opened in
Yarmouth County and now employs 200 people. Memo-
randums of understanding have recently been signed with
Portland, Me., and San Diego-based Lindows.com, which
is using Yarmouth as its beachhead for a Canadian tech
invasion. And the pièce de résistance is the RDA’s new
ISO certification; it’s the first North American economic-
development body to receive it. 

Anderson doesn’t take sole credit for these feats; he
prefers to share the limelight, citing dedicated staff and
extremely attentive boards. “Our staff are taxed to the limit,”
he says. “They truly earn their salary because we run ’em, and
we run ’em hard.” He also believes deeply in the people of the
region. “We are a very creative community,” he says. “If rural
Nova Scotia is not creative, we will cease and desist.”

Of the 13 RDAs in the province, Anderson’s is
geographically the biggest; it also contains the most
municipal units at eight, plus two counties. Anderson will
admit there are problems—out-migration, a dwindling fish-
ery, and a need to diversify industry—but he insists that
the focus is on fixing them. “We have the solutions,” he
says. “We know this area better than anyone. All of our
municipal units support us 100%, and if our community
says it’s the right thing, no one is going to tell us differ-
ent.” If the residents have an avenue for their input and a
common goal, nothing can hold them back. “Our commu-
nity will change based on the input of the community
itself,” says Anderson. “We have enough connections and
wherewithal in this region to accomplish pretty well what-
ever we want.”

Originally from Cape Breton, Anderson discovered his
passion for the land and the people of the southwestern
shore by accident 32 years ago, while he was still working
as a commercial banker. “I didn’t know where in the name
of God I was going,” he jokes about his transfer. “I’d been
to Digby, but I’d never been to Yarmouth.” After three

“U
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years he settled into the area and soon left banking. 
Facing a major career change, on a whim Anderson

accepted a six-month contract at the Yarmouth Area
Industrial Commission. That was 20 years ago, and he
still loves what he’s doing today. “I truly like dealing
with people, business, and community groups,” he says.
“If you don’t like your job, you’re not going to go
anywhere with it.” Even his spare time is packed tight;
Anderson spends three weeks of what could be his
summer holiday managing the Yarmouth Exhibition, a
volunteer job he has performed for the last 30 years. He
is a dedicated Rotarian and the current president of the
Nova Scotia Association of Regional Development
Authorities. He also loves his grandchildren and golf,
although he doesn’t have much time to play. 

According to Carol Doane, the secretary and office
manager of the Yarmouth Exhibition, Anderson’s idle golf
carts are put to good use by the staff who ride them around
the Exhibition Grounds. “Anybody who has worked for
him or with him realizes how much he puts into things,”
says Doane. “He’s usually there by eight in the morning
and he might leave after midnight.” Doane says that the
hours of free time Anderson spends at the Exhibition are
his way of giving something back to the community.

As for his future, Anderson confesses to having
“absolutely zero” plans for retirement. “I don’t even look
at it,” he says. “I don’t know what I’d do.” He admits
that he may reduce his workweek to three days but says
he will never retire completely: “I’m going to be around
till they kick me out.” – RENÉE HARTLEIB

Raising the bar: Yarmouth’s Frank Anderson leads the first ISO-certified economic-development body in North America. NANCY ACKERMAN
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T
he Wilson family has been on the cutting edge of the fuel business

for a long time. In the early part of the 20th century, the Truro-

based entrepreneurs made a living in construction and trucking fire-

wood, and later coal, to homes and businesses around central Nova

Scotia. When oil became the heating fuel of choice in the province, the

Wilsons made the switch in the late 1940s and early ’50s.

In the 1990s the family took its petroleum expertise and moved into the

gasoline business, opening the first of what would become 75 independent and

company-owned Wilson Gas Stops around Atlantic Canada and supplying

gasoline to about 200 other outlets in the region. Today the company is a

pioneer in another emerging part of the fuel business: biofuel.

The Halifax office of Wilson Fuels is easy to miss. The low brick building

beside two white petroleum holding tanks sits on the harbourfront in the centre

of the area known as The Narrows. The open-concept interior design—with its

by TOM MASON

A Nova Scotian energy company pioneers the use of biodiesel,
an alternative fuel derived from fish-oil byproducts
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sandblasted brick walls, glass partitions,
and antique trim woodwork—is typical
of many downtown buildings in Halifax.
On the front lobby wall sits a family tree
of sorts; each family member who rose to
head the business is portrayed, starting
with William Wilson, who immigrated to
Nova Scotia in the late 1700s. No one is
exactly sure what the extent of the first
Wilson’s business interests were, but by
the time William’s son Thomas and his
grandson William T. had taken over, the
company had evolved into a construction
business. Later generations would focus
on fuel.

Since then the business has spread in
many directions but has never strayed far
from the core competency of home heat-
ing. The family owns Kerr Controls, one
of Eastern Canada’s largest manufacturers
and distributors of air conditioning, venti-
lation, and refrigeration systems, as well
as heating systems based on oil, natural
gas, electricity, and wood. Parrsboro

Metal Fabricators, a Kerr subsidiary
company, is the largest employer in its
namesake town, with about 150 employees
manufacturing a line of wood, oil, and
combination furnaces. One family
member owns ski resorts at Wentworth in
Nova Scotia and Crabbe Mountain in
New Brunswick. In 1989 the Wilsons
launched a chain of discount gas stations
across Atlantic Canada. 

Ian Wilson took over as head of
Wilson Fuels at the tender age of 30, a
few months after his father, Peter, died
suddenly in 1999. At 34 he looks young
for his age, and even younger for a
company president. Like many people
born into business families, Wilson tried
to chart his own course by going to
England to earn a master’s degree in
environmental technology. After gradua-
tion he looked for an environmental-
consultancy job, but soon the business
into which he was born drew him home.
The gas business was under development,

and the company turned to the next
generation of family members to run it.

From the beginning Wilson began
applying his environmental expertise to
his company’s product line. He was well
acquainted with biofuel, a diesel replace-
ment made from distilled plant or animal
material. In Europe millions of litres of
biofuel are produced every year, mostly
from such oily plants as canola. Refined
biofuel has chemical properties similar to
diesel—with two extra oxygen molecules
in the hydrocarbon chain, it actually
combusts better and cleaner—and the fuel
can be added to diesel engines without
modifications.

The biofuel industry has evolved in
other parts of the world in response to
growing farm surpluses. Wilson has found
a Nova Scotian source: Ocean Nutrition
Canada, a subsidiary company of Clear-
water Fine Foods, had a large surplus of
fish-oil waste at its processing plant in
Mulgrave. Ocean Nutrition’s main prod-
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For now Wilson Fuels is focusing 
its fledgling biofuels business on 
the home-heating market

Early adopter: From the beginning Ian Wilson began applying his environmental expertise to his company’s product line.
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