President’s visit to Prince Edward Island, Canada to address the Greater Charlottetown Area Chamber of Commerce
November 2 – 5, 2010 

At the invitation of the Greater Charlottetown Area Chamber of Commerce (GCACC), I  travelled to Prince Edward Island (PEI) to address the Chamber and to participate in their annual president’s gala awards dinner. The trip was funded by Trade Team PEI, a coalition of Innovation PEI (provincial government) and Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency (ACOA) (federal government).

PEI is Canada’s smallest province. It has a land area of 5,656 sq. Km (compared to 431 for Barbados) and is 224km long and between 6 and 64km wide. It has a population of 141,000 and is in the Atlantic Time zone (same as Barbados).

The main industries are agriculture (potatoes), fisheries (lobster, clams and mussels) and tourism (during the months of May through October). PEI has over 30 golf courses and markets itself as a golf destination.

On November 3rd I addressed a breakfast seminar on “Doing Business in the Caribbean”. This was attended by 80 Chamber members who were interested in exporting. Also addressing the session was Neil Clegg, Senior Trade Commissioner with the Canadian High Commission to Barbados. I gave an overview of the Barbados Chamber of Commerce and Industry and made the point that Barbados is keen to increase trade with PEI. Trade Team PEI is mounting a trade mission to the Caribbean from April 10 to 16, 2011 using Barbados as the base and this was almost fully subscribed following the presentations.
During November 3rd and 4th I held meetings with the GCACC, Innovation PEI, ACOA and the department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade for Canada. I also visited Canada’s Smartest Kitchen (where development work is done for food products) and Island Abby Foods (who recently won best new product at the SIAL Food Show in France for their dehydrated honey). On the night of November 4th, I attended the GCACC’s President’s Excellence Awards Gala dinner.
I was very impressed with the warmth and hospitality of all I encountered in PEI and by the vibrancy of their Chamber. 5 years ago the GCACC had the reputation of being old fashioned, male oriented and conservative. In the last 5 years they have implemented a number of initiatives to change that reality/perception. Among the initiatives are:

1. 40 Biz (A business under 40 section) to allow younger members to interact with their peers.

2. Separate bi-monthly business mixers for all members and for under 40 members only. These increase to monthly in their summer months. Eats are sponsored and there is a cash bar.
3. A large number of sessions that are free to Chamber members. These are usually short (1 and a half hours) and informative (e.g. changes in labour laws, is exporting right for you, how to do business with government). These tend to be held early in the day or over lunch (“Lunch and Learn”)

4. Some more in depth learning sessions for which special fees are charged for Chamber members (e.g. Using Excel in your business, working smart with outlook). Generally the GCACC facilitates these sessions and the presenter and the Chamber get a cut).

5. Lots of social events (Golf, Ultimate Girls Night Out, President’s Christmas reception, President’s Excellence Awards)
6. A program called YES! (Young Entrepreneur Seats) where established companies sponsor seats at paid events for young entrepreneurs. This allows them to attend and to sit at the table with seasoned businesspeople who can then mentor and encourage them.

Over the last 5 years their membership has grown from 450 to over 900. The Excellence Awards Gala is a very glitzy “Oscar” type event ($125 Cdn each) with just over 550 attendees. The President’s Christmas reception which is held on December 1 kicks off the Christmas season in PEI and is the “must attend” event of the season. Between 800 and 900 members attend.

I raised the idea of signing an MOU between BCCI and the GCACC and their president Ms. Berni Wood and the executive are very receptive to this. They are also keen to share best practices with us. 

One recurring theme from most people that I met in PEI is that, since they are an island, they feel an affinity with other islanders. They are keen to look outwards and they feel more comfortable doing this with other islands as they believe that we are on a similar level and it won’t be a case of one territory looking down on the other. They recently formed an Export committee to encourage their members to export.
There was a lot of interest in establishing a regular air connection. Charlottetown is actually closer to Barbados than Toronto but where it takes five and a half hours to go from Barbados to Toronto it takes 22 hours to get to Charlottetown (including overnight in Toronto). During the winter there are regular charters from Charlottetown to Cuba and to the Dominican Republic and it seemed as if a Barbados charter could be viable. 

Members of the GCACC and Trade team PEI will be in Barbados from April 10 through 16, 2011 and are keen to interact with the BCCI and to be part of our 185th celebrations.
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