
This report, by the Atlantic Provinces Economic Council 
(APEC), on behalf of the Atlantic Policy Congress of First 
Nation Chiefs Secretariat, under the Atlantic Aboriginal 
Economic Development Integrated Research Program, 
highlights successful Atlantic Indigenous businesses and 
the impact they have on Atlantic Canada’s economy. 

The purpose of the study was to highlight Atlantic 
Indigenous business success stories and how these can 
inform and assist further growth. 

This study shows that Atlantic Indigenous business 
revenues were valued at $1.6 billion in 2016. Indigenous 
firms are growing rapidly, creating jobs and income for 
both Indigenous and non-Indigenous workers. APEC’s 
report highlights factors that could further their growth. 
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Indigenous firms indicate the main reason they have 
been successful is because of: hard work and effort 
(98%); good reputation (85%); quality of work (79%); 
good client base (70%); and customer service (66%).

Atlantic Indigenous businesses also rank ongoing 
relationships as important to business success. There are 
two relationships that Atlantic Indigenous businesses 
value significantly more than at the national level - 
relationships with other companies and relationships 
with Indigenous government. 

Atlantic Indigenous businesses  reported they would 
benefit from training related to networking and the 
benefits of building and maintaining relationships with 
financial institutions.  

Atlantic Indigenous businesses would also benefit from 
advice or guidance to grow their business, including 
how to: access government funding (65%); find and 
enter new markets (53%); develop a business strategy 
(40%); find new sources of financing (37%); and find and 
retain skilled employees (28%).

Factors most important 

for continued success
(% of Indigenous business survey respondents)

Obstacles to Growth
(% of Indigenous business survey respondents)

Economic conditions (71%)

High cost of doing business (65%)

High cost of borrowing (58%)

Restrictive/unclear policies (51%)

Access to financing is a significant barrier for new and 
existing Indigenous businesses. Indigenous businesses 
located on-reserve often lack collateral because 
of the federal Indian Act.  As with non-Indigenous 
businesses, lending to Indigenous businesses includes 
an interest rate risk premium for factors such as 
limited collateral or credit history. 

Approximately 28% of Indigenous businesses surveyed 
or interviewed were turned down for financing during 
or since start-up. The most common reasons for 
being turned down included poor or lack of credit 
experience or history (33%); insufficient collateral 
(28%); insufficient sales or cash flow (22%); and no or 
insufficient business plan (22%).

Opportunities 

Challenges
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Reputation (98%)

Profitablity (90%)

Financial sustainability (86%)

Growth (81%)

Stability (81%)

Access to equity/capital (62%)



Rock Solid Plan for Success
 
Based in Grand Falls-Windsor, Rock Solid Diesel 
Inc. is a privately-owned, off-reserve business 
owned by Charlene Combdon. The company 
provides a mobile, 24-hour emergency diesel truck 
and tractor repair service, as well as maintenance 
and repair service at its garage. 

The business was initially turned down for 
financing due to lack of credit experience or 
history, which research identified as an issue for 
Indigenous women entrepreneurs. Combdon 
subsequently received funding via the CBDC 
Youth Loan Product in 2013. 

The company has experienced steady growth since - Rock Solid Diesel 
Inc.’s client base grew to 200 companies within one year and provided the 
opportunity to construct a 4,800 square foot building with a four-bay garage 
in 2017. A multi-award winning company with sights set high, Combdon 
plans to grow her business by expanding into other products and services, 
improving existing services, and finding new customers. 

Gender-based analysis
A higher percentage of women-owned business 
respondents experienced increased sales over the last 
three years than men-owned businesses (70% versus 
50%). In addition, women-owned businesses were more 
optimistic about future sales growth over the next three 
years with a larger percentage expecting a sales increase 
(81% versus 68%).

Women-owned businesses value their relations with 
financial institutions less than men-owned businesses 

The Atlantic Policy 
Congress of First Nation 
Chiefs Secretariat is 
committed to leveraging 
the economic potential of 
its Indigenous entrepreneurs 
to grow a prosperous 
Atlantic region.
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Difficulties for  
Indigenous Businesses 
(% of responses, by gender of business owner)

Women business owners Men business owners 

Obstacles to Business Growth
(% of responses, by gender of business owner)

(52% versus 69%), which may be a contributing factor to 
their difficulty obtaining financing.

APEC’s survey results indicate that women-owned 
businesses would benefit from training focused on: 
promoting reputation and customer service; marketing 
and communications; and financial and cash flow 
management, including bookkeeping. The latter training 
would ensure women business owners place more 
emphasis on financial sustainability.
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Strategic policy initiatives: 

► Provide more government support for Indigenous businesses and 
community economic development, such as federal and provincial 
government procurement from Indigenous businesses, export promotion 
and land acquisition.

► Promote application of the Atlantic Growth Strategy to Indigenous 
communities and businesses by coordinating information sessions between 
the federal and Atlantic provincial governments and Indigenous communities 
and businesses to make them aware of all support programs, including the 
application process, eligibility criteria, and funding available.

► Consider developing a unique lending program for women 
entrepreneurs because access to financing is a larger obstacle for 
women-owned businesses.
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Options to stimulate Indigenous business growth:

Adoption of the First Nations Fiscal 
Management Act, First Nations Land 
Management Act, or First Nations Housing 
Market Fund to improve access to collatoral  
and financing.
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Provide financing for community-based and 
private entrepreneurs (e.g., equity investments 
or co-sign business loans).

Acquire commercially-viable land through 
the most effective and efficient method 
(if funding is available). 

Research Methodology
APEC partnered with two Indigenous co-investigators: Ulnooweg Development Group (Ulnooweg) and the Joint Economic 
Development Initiative (JEDI). APEC and its co-investigators developed an Atlantic Indigenous business database, this 
provided a survey frame for selecting businesses by province, industry and gender of manager/owner with approximately 850 
Atlantic Indigenous businesses. The Atlantic Indigenous business database provided the necessary information for Statistics 
Canada to conduct a Linked File Environment (LFE) analysis using their administrative and survey records. The LFE analysis 
provided aggregate estimates of key economic indicators for Atlantic Indigenous businesses, including revenue, profit, wages 
and employment. APEC and its co-investigators interviewed a selection of Atlantic Indigenous businesses and conducted 
an online survey which was completed by 53 businesses. APEC also interviewed 23 officials, including government officials, 

Economic Development Officers, and Indigenous banking experts. 

Each community faces unique challenges and opportunities. There is no one approach that will work for 
all Indigenous communities, but APEC has identified the following factors needed to support continued 
growth.


