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An Entrepreneur Helping Entrepreneurs

The 1980s and 1990s saw a gradual, but important shift in the North American economy. Growth in employment and in the economy overall, was moving away from large, manufacturing-based employers to small, entrepreneur-based firms. This change, however, was not always immediately apparent to politicians and policy makers at the local municipal level. They would often be touting the benefits of attracting a manufacturing firm with 150 jobs to their city, while often ignoring the more organic growth of start-up firms in their own back yard.

Jim Helik, with a Masters degree in urban economics and planning, and a real estate consulting background, helped bring some of these smaller, but no less important, success stories to light with work establishing the importance of Business Incubators. Incubators seek to “grow” small businesses by supplying three of the factors these businesses need: an inexpensive space, an ability to network with others, and a pool of management and business knowledge from which to draw. These incubators, with funding supplied by governments and the private sector, typically provide space for around a dozen small firms in one location, with access to shared services including secretarial support and a boardroom. A senior manager, with extensive business experience, is available to the firms on an as-needed basis. Therefore, rather than starting a business alone in a garage, an incubator’s entrepreneur is given space, access to other firms that may become either suppliers or customers, and business knowledge and support. Public sector decision-makers are also presented with highly-visible cases of the importance of small business.

Jim then began working on his own entrepreneurial talents, starting with an understanding of what he had to offer. “I realized that the common element to my consulting work was an ability to explain often complex financial topics in a way that would be understandable to a range of audiences—from politicians and public sector decision makers, to somebody starting up a business who didn’t know how to write a business plan that venture capitalists would find appealing. A key part of any business is presenting your thoughts and ideas, and this is especially important for the entrepreneur who is lacking in a track record, or some management and financial skills.”

He has two recent ventures which he hopes will fill that gap. He has developed, with an international financial partner, a series of video courses on negotiation and financial skills that are available as streaming videos over the Internet. Currently the sales team are working solely in the U.S. market. “It is strictly an issue of relative size—the U.S. market is ten times that of Canada’s.” But the firm is truly international: the content is developed and produced in Canada, the computer’s server is located in Panama due to lower costs, and the sales staff and market are in the United States.    

Another venture just being launched is the creation of a number of products in the field of anti-money laundering. “Since 9/11, and corporate scandals like Enron and WorldCom, people are waking up to the importance of attacking both business fraud and associated attempts to launder money. But these issues involve law enforcement, banking, legal and securities individuals and government officials in jurisdictions around the world. Sharing information among these professionals is the challenge.” Through the creation of an industry association and related outreach activities, Jim hopes to be a primary channel for information in this fast-changing field.   
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