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Our vision:  To improve the quality of life in our region by enhancing business and entrepreneurial success, and community development.       

 
 
April 30, 2023 
 
District of Mackenzie 
1 Mackenzie Blvd, Bag 340           via email:  rdumoulin@districtofmackenzie.ca 
Mackenzie, BC  V0J 2C0 
 
Dear Mayor and Council: 
 
Re:  Applications for Regional Business Liaisons – Request for Letter of Support 
 
Some of the Council members may recall in 2020-2021 Community Futures Development Corporation of 
Fraser Fort George (CF FFG) lead the Fraser Fort George Regional Business Liaison (RBL) initiative and 
some may recall that Jesse Wright was the RBL in Mackenzie.  This initial RBL program supported 
businesses and non-profits with specific tools and resources, established a searchable resource database 
of supports (that was ever changing throughout Covid), and collected data that formed a report that 
amplified the business and non-profit needs of the region; which, were shared with Provincial and 
Federal Governments and CF FFG continues to work on initiatives to fill these gaps/needs.   
 
During 2020-2021, the RBL project was supported through regional roundtables made up of the 
Economic Development Officers/Coordinators from across the FFG region whom met monthly to help 
guide the outcomes of the RBL initiative forward. This process also identified the need for more regular 
connections to support the development of cross regional economic exchange and, potentially a cross 
regional economic development strategy; a commitment that CF FFG has partnered with RD FFG to work 
on in collaboration with the municipality and First Nations Economic Development Practitioners. 
  
My apology for the lengthy background; however, as you are likely aware, NDIT has sent out a call for 
applications for another Regional Business Liaison Program and CF FFG is, once again, applying.  The 
proposed structure and outcomes are the same as in the 2020-2021 RBL initiative that we lead during 
Covid - the exception is the RBLs will be able to meet with businesses in person this time and the 
initiative will inform community and business leaders on the ‘overall health’ of the businesses and non-
profits and how they are managing post-Covid and through the forestry downturns and inflation.   
 
CF FFG is asking NDIT to fund two (2) applications; which would provide the same staffing structure as 
2020-2021, a part-time RBL in Mackenzie and the Robson Valley and one RBL Lead in Prince George to 
interview Prince George businesses and be charged with the research analysis of the data collected from 
across the region.  With this, I am respectfully requesting a letter of support from the District of 
Mackenzie for CF FFG’s RBL applications to NDIT that will include: 

1.  A part-time RBL in Mackenzie and part-time in the Robson Valley, and a full time RBL in Prince 
George (specifics are outlined above).  

2. Providing support for businesses and non-profits to access specific tools and resources.  The RBL 
will match the businesses and non-profits specific needs via one-on-one discussions.  Each will 
receive the top 3 - 5 opportunities in an email that has relevant links to these tools, resources 
and/or funding envelopes. The RBLs will be available to support the business or non-profit 
through the development of applications (they will not do the applications), if necessary. 
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3. Update the resources and funding database that was created during the Covid era - we are 
confident these have changed significantly as such, updating for the businesses, non-profit and 
communities to use will be a valuable tool/resource. 

4.  Surveying businesses and non-profits to update the data and research previously collected and 
to develop a revised report that will guide what initiatives are needed for businesses and non-
profits to thrive in the future.  There is a lengthy report from 2020-2021 on file; however, a 
summary of this report is attached for your convenience. 

5. Regional roundtables have continued since the 2020-2021 the RBL initiative as at that time we 
learned that there was a need for the cross regional economic roundtable and ultimately a 
Fraser Fort George Regional Economic Development Strategy.  We will utilize this table to 
collaborate with all of the partners on the RBL initiative as their insights and feedback are 
invaluable and our hope is the RBL updates each quarter offer the communities the same in 
return. 

 
The closing, we note that date for the NDIT application was on April 28th; however, both CF FFG and 
NDIT realize some municipalities will need to have their letter of support endorsed at a Council meeting 
as such, NDIT has noted they will accept letters of support after April 28th.  
  
On behalf of CF FFG, I hope the District of Mackenzie will, once again, support CF FFG leading a 
collaborative RBL initiative in 2023-2024. 
 
Yours in people, businesses and community, 

 
Susan Stearns, MAIS, BLM, CPHR, CEC 

General Manager 
 
Attach. 
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Special thanks to the 161 different businesses and organizations who offered their valuable time and thoughts 

to this project. All quotes, data, and insights in the final report came from interviews with our sample 

of businesses and organizations in the region, letting them speak for themselves. We hope they feel heard as 

their businesses and organizations enrich our communities and our lives.   

 

“If you are going to build programs moving forward, make sure you listen to people's ideas. The people 

here all have ideas on how to make the town better, ask them.”  

Fraser Fort George business owner. 



 

 

Methodology 

 

Between September 2020 and June 2021, Community Futures Development Corporation of Fraser-Fort George 

conducted an outreach program to better understand the impacts of businesses on the Fraser Fort George. This 

data will be used to inform Community Futures and community partners in determining what kinds and level of 

support small businesses and communities may require during post pandemic recovery. 161 businesses and 

non-profit organizations from Mackenzie, Prince George, the Robson Valley, and the outlying communities 

participated in in-depth qualitative interviews.  

 

The interviews were completed by a team of Regional Business Liaisons who met one-to-one with small business 

owners and not-for-profit administrators. The interviews were completed over an hour, covered a series of 

questions of approximately 70 questions. The interview was conducted in a conversational style to ensure the 

interview was comfortable to share their experience, stories, and feelings. Afterwards, the interviewee was 

provided with a list of 3-5 resources that would assist them in their identified needs.  
 

Regional Breakdown of 

Interviews 

Total  

 Mackenzie  55  

 Prince George  53  

 Robson Valley  53   
161  

 

Findings 

 

The project unearthed a wealth of information. 12 ‘wicked’ or complex problems emerged from common 

themes heard across all regions, sectors and demographics and are explored more fully in the final report, RBL 

Final Report.docx (sharepoint.com).  

 

Following public and partner input and consultation, the 12 wicked problems were honed to the top five areas 

of focus for future project consideration. The final interviews were structured to focus on the five top themes 

identified as priorities and are summarised below. 

 

Top 5 Wicked Problems  

  

1. The voices of rural and northern businesses are not heard by decision-makers.  

  

2. Microbusinesses (businesses with less than 5 staff) keep our communities alive but they are struggling and 

not eligible for COVID-19 funding; they are agile but at full capacity and without time, resources, safety-net, 

to adapt, pivot, and grow if they want to.   

 

3. New businesses are struggling to emerge during COVID-19. They are not eligible for funding.   
 

4. The online world is changes how businesses do work, and they do not have the time/training to adapt.  

 

5. There is so much information out there but it is hard to find something that helps me.  

https://cfdcbcca-my.sharepoint.com/:w:/r/personal/trisha_cfdc_bc_ca/_layouts/15/Doc.aspx?sourcedoc=%7B033E9802-9B82-4016-87E0-8EA48A900ABA%7D&file=RBL%20Final%20Report.docx&action=default&mobileredirect=true&cid=49b21a69-cd23-4cdf-ad43-5e48eade9e48
https://cfdcbcca-my.sharepoint.com/:w:/r/personal/trisha_cfdc_bc_ca/_layouts/15/Doc.aspx?sourcedoc=%7B033E9802-9B82-4016-87E0-8EA48A900ABA%7D&file=RBL%20Final%20Report.docx&action=default&mobileredirect=true&cid=49b21a69-cd23-4cdf-ad43-5e48eade9e48


 

 

The voices of rural and northern businesses are not heard by decision-makers. 

 

Businesses and not-for-profits talked about decision makers making decisions without considering the 

population, climatic, demographic, and economic differences northern and rural communities face. This 

occurred prior to COVID-19 and was exacerbated by the pandemic which has overarching implications for 

business and organizations.    

 

• 41% of business/nonprofits reported that they felt disassociated from the decisions of the governments (all 

three levels) handling of COVID-19 as it did not reflect any use for their reality. 

• As the pandemic continued on, many small businesses that were interviewed were beginning to show 

increased frustration and hostility towards the provincial powers to be because they felt that the health 

measures put in place unfairly impacted businesses in rural and northern regions.  

 

“We're really getting ignored. On the bottom of the list of everything that's northern British Columbia. We 

are in the north and that is bad enough, but we are rural north which makes it even worse.”  

 

Opportunity for Future Action 

 

Support the development of a regional economic development coordinator that can strategically align, organize, 

and provide capacity to regional partners to strengthen the collective voices of the communities, find 

opportunities for collaboration, and develop regional support for business and economic development.  

 

  



 

 

Microbusinesses are vital to local economies but they are struggling and are ineligible for COVID-19 funding.  

 

A majority of the region's businesses fell through the cracks because they are microbusiness, defined in this 

project as a small business with up to 5 employees. The Fraser Fort George region relies heavily on solo 

entrepreneurs, family run businesses and businesses with 1 or 2 staff and many of the programs had criteria that 

micro-businesses simply could not meet, whether it was revenues, payroll, or business bank accounts that many 

sole proprietors do not have.   

 

• As of December 2020, only 13% of microbusinesses accessed CEBA, whereas 44% of larger businesses 

(>6 staff) were able to get CEBA. 23% of microbusinesses said they searched for funding but were 

ineligible. 

 

Furthermore, microbusinesses in Fraser-Fort George saw the amount of time to run their businesses increase 

significantly. Tasks like finding new suppliers and working with delivery fluctuations, enforcing protocols and 

ensuring social distancing, and sanitizing was added to business owners' already full plates. This distracted them 

from their core business operations.  

• More than 50% of microbusinesses said their costs have increased  

• Over 70% of interviewees said their workload increased, most of which saying it was a significant 

increase. 

 

“I had to work 90 days without break because [we’re] open 7 days a week and staff was told to leave job by 

doctor. I was waiting for my daughter to come home and help fill in hours.”  

 

“Federal programs seemed positive and possible until you read the fine print and realized small businesses 

like ours did not qualify. They implied there was more support available than there was.”   

 

Opportunity for Future Action  

 

Explore opportunities for collective shared services for microbusinesses such as developing a model for a Shared 

Services organization that can consolidate the business support services to support day-to-day operations and 

reduce workload of small business owners, which would free up time for business owners to plan for future 

opportunities, react to immediate challenges, and look for opportunities to be sustainable and innovative. 



 

 

 

New businesses struggled to emerge during COVID-19 as they were not eligible for funding.  

 

New businesses faced all the same problems other businesses did as well as taking a risk in entering new 

markets. However, the support programs that were put in place by different levels of government excluded new 

business, often explicitly.  

 

• Two-thirds of new businesses are unsure if they will survive 12 months and 33% of new businesses (<1 

year) said they searched for funding or support but didn’t qualify.  
 

“And so, while other businesses in our industry are getting wage subsidies and rent subsidies, we've been 

eligible for nothing, and yet having to deal with the exact same restrictions as anyone else. We have no 

cash flow, and no prior business sustain us. You know, I only have very bad words to say about that 

situation.” 

 

Opportunity for Future Action  

 

Consider developing funding programs that specifically support new businesses during economic crisis to ensure 

that they can remain operational.   



 

 

 

The online world is changing how businesses do work, and they do not have the time/training to adapt.   

  

The world was moving into a more digital age before COVID-19, but the pandemic has immersed many 

businesses in the digital world whether they were ready for it or not. Changes that should take decades were 

fast forwarded, taking just a matter of months, and businesses were just expected to adapt and work within this 

new reality.  Businesses, particularly in rural areas, met this challenge at vastly different capacity levels: from 

working in areas without internet to those who had already been using e-commerce and everything in between.   

 

• Prior to COVID-19 less than 10% of businesses were working remote or by teleworking. The number of 

businesses working remote or by teleworking has doubled over the pandemic. 

• 37% of businesses interviewed offered remote sales or secure orders, compared to the provincial 

average of 46%.  

• In Prince George, 72% of the small business owners who identified their business as “flourishing” 
offered remote sales before the pandemic, compared to 31% who did not prior to the pandemic.  

  

“But training is just as important, to give me a car and you don't tell me how to start it is absolutely useless. 

Right? If I don't know how to start a car and get it moving, and it's no different than having a web page, if 

you give me a web page, and I don't know how to remove and add features and change and make it a live 

webpage, it's gonna get to me.” 

 

Opportunity for Future Action  

 

Create more hands-on skill development and training opportunities with one-to-one coaching to improve digital 

literacy and e-commerce for businesses, in addition to funding.   

 

  



 

 

There is so much information out there but it is hard to find something that helps me.   

  

When COVID-19 came it was followed by a firehose of information coming from every source and media out 

there and every organization seemed to have newsletters and information pages about COVID-19. Businesses 

were overwhelmed with trying to keep up with it all. However, when too much information was communicated 

from too many sources it created information overload which contributes to indecisiveness, bad decisions and 

stress, and 'analysis paralysis’. It becomes confusing to discern good quality information from poor-quality 

content, making a person vulnerable.  

 

• In addition to looking for support and small funding, small businesses also identified confusion when 

looking for clarification about health and safety regulations as several trusted sources (i.e WorkSafe BC 

vs Northern Health) would often be contradictory to each other.  

 

“My problem with information these days in this world of internet is whatever you want to believe you can 
find the information for it online. Right? So, you never know what to believe.” 

 

Opportunity for Future Action 

 

Consider developing a dedicated Information Navigator that can be accessed by small businesses to support 

them in finding appropriate programming for their unique needs. 

 

  



 

 

Conclusion  

 

As we turn to look to ways to support and enable our businesses, not-for-profits, and communities in the region 

to flourish, we hope that this report will continue to inform decision makers and future thoughts on programs 

and funding as the problems mentioned are being felt most profoundly by businesses in the communities of 

Fraser Fort George. One of the pillars of this project, and the top identified priority for businesses, partners, and 

public, was to ‘Amplify the Voices of the North.’ Now we have solid factual data and information with which to 

do so, and to take this project further in support of our Fraser Fort George communities.    

 

“They gotta get open talk to the people. And I mean, when I say talk to the people, I don't mean going and 

talking to the municipality down here, talk to the people [that] come into this [non-profit name here] and like 

you're doing talk to the people who are, you know, go to the mall and sit there and talk to people get their 

stories, you know, their takes on stuff. And then, you know, put it all together. Yeah, I mean, talk to the 

business owners and see how they're handling it....”        

 


