
Executive summary

About the Survey of Aboriginal Economic 
D evelop ment C orp orations

The development of viable business opportunities is essential to the future 

prosperity  of A borig inal peoples, and for improving  A borig inal employ ment 

prospec ts, espec ially  for the g row ing  number of y oung  A borig inal job-seek ers 

entering  the labour mark et.

A borig inal ec onomic  development c orporations (E D C s) are an important 

dimension of the A borig inal business c ommunity . E D C s are the ec onomic  and 

business development arm of a F irst N ations, M é tis or Inuit g overnment, and are 

a major ec onomic  driver in A borig inal c ommunities. These c ommunity -ow ned 

businesses invest in, ow n and/or manag e subsidiary  businesses w ith the g oal of 

benefi ting  the A borig inal c itiz ens that they  represent. 

M any  E D C s have bec ome business suc c ess stories, and the dy namism in 

A borig inal ec onomic  development appears to c ome as muc h from c ommunity -

ow ned as from privately -ow ned businesses. Y et the available data on A borig inal 

businesses does not inc lude businesses that are c ommunity -ow ned.  

The C anadian C ounc il for A borig inal B usiness (C C A B ) embark ed upon the Survey 

o f A b o rig in a l E c o n o m ic  D evelo p m en t C o rp o ra tio n s  to address this sig nifi c ant 

information g ap, and c ontribute to the understanding  of E D C s’ suc c ess fac tors 

and limitations. 

This report provides insig hts into E D C s’ suc c esses, c halleng es and strateg ies. 

The researc h also ex amines E D C s’ relationships w ith other org aniz ations 

(inc luding  g overnment and private sec tor) and their role in the c ommunity . 

A s part of this researc h initiative, a uniq ue and c omplementary  survey , entitled 

the A b o rig in a l B us in es s  Survey, w as c onduc ted w ith A borig inal ow ners of 

privately -ow ned small businesses. 

The C C A B ’s g oal is to w idely  c ommunic ate the fi nding s of this researc h so it c an 

be used by  A borig inal people, businesses and c ommunities, as w ell as by  the 

mainstream business c ommunity  and g overnments, to develop new  tools and 

prac tic es that fully  realiz e the potential of A borig inal business in C anada. 

R eports for both the Survey o f A b o rig in a l E c o n o m ic  D evelo p m en t C o rp o ra tio n s

and the A b o rig in a l B us in es s  Survey are available for dow nload at w w w .c c ab.c om.
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Research highlights 

Aborigin al econ om ic d ev elop m en t corp oration s are relativ ely  sm all 

but lon g-term , rev en ue-gen eratin g en terp rises, an d  m an y  are 

ex p erien cin g grow th.

  Most (7 2% ) of the EDCs surveyed have been around for 10  years or longer; the 

average length of operation is 18  years. The majority (6 8 % ) are small businesses 

(i.e., based on the Industry Canada definition of less than 10 0  employees). 

Close to half (4 6 % ) had total sales revenues of $ 5  million or more for the 

previous fiscal year.

  Many EDCs are also growing. A slim majority (5 4 % ) of EDCs saw their sales 

revenues grow over the previous year; sales remained stable for another one 

in five (20 % ).

C om m un ity -w id e ben efi ts are an  im p ortan t elem en t of how  E D C s 

ev aluate their success. 

  EDCs describe their success not only in terms of specific project 

accomplishments (e.g., construction of facilities or large-scale developments) 

and financial growth, but also in terms of the economic and social benefits for 

the community.

  EDCs are a critical source of employment for community members. Four in ten 

(3 8 % ) EDCs report that they are the major employer in their community. 

Aboriginal peoples comprise, on average, 7 2 percent of EDCs’ employees. 

  EDCs create opportunities in addition to employment. These include drawing 

business investment interest into their community by networking, engaging 

local industry and actively seeking partners, and supporting small business 

owners in the community, with preferred supplier relationships, and by 

mentoring and providing financial assistance.

T he focus on  creatin g em p loy m en t op p ortun ities, in  ad d ition  to the 

grow th of these en terp rises, creates challen ges in  term s of hirin g, 

train in g an d  retain in g q ualifi ed  em p loy ees.  

Employee-related issues are one of the most common challenges facing EDCs. 

As a result, among EDCs who anticipate capital investment increases over the 

coming year, large majorities intend to invest in their workforce by developing 

and training employees (8 0 % ) or by hiring new talent (7 0 % ), ahead of facility or 

equipment upgrades.
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  The larger the organization, the more challenging it is to find qualified 

Aboriginal employees. Aboriginal peoples comprise an average of 82 percent 

of the workforce of smaller EDCs (i.e., those with less than 100 employees), but 

an average 59  percent of the workforce of larger EDCs (i.e., 100 or more 

employees). 

Problems related to accessing capital are another significant concern 

for Aboriginal ED Cs.

  Access to capital is identified as another key challenge facing EDCs (together 

with employee-related issues), and is viewed as the primary potential constraint 

to planned capital investments for 2011. 

  W hen it comes to financial issues, EDCs are most concerned about cash fl ow 

management (78% express at least some concern), followed by access to credit 

(60%) and the effects of infl ation (54%) on their business. 

EDCs prioritize their relationships with financial institutions over 

other businesses (Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal) and governments.  

  The relationship between EDCs and their financial institutions is considered 

central to their success (84% say it is very important). Fewer, but still majorities, 

similarly value partnerships with Aboriginal-owned business (64%), training and 

educational facilities (58%), and local governments (56%). H alf or fewer place 

the same degree of importance on their relationships with non-Aboriginal 

businesses (48%), or the federal (44%) or provincial (46%) governments.

   Most EDCs say they have a positive relationship with their financial institutions, 

many (52%) of which go above and beyond a typical business arrangement to 

become a close and valued relationship.

Consistent with the optimism expressed by privately-owned 

Aboriginal small business owners, EDCs are similarly confident 

about the future of their organizations.  

  There is a notably widespread sense of optimism about the future. Eight in 

ten (78%) EDCs predict revenue growth over the coming year, in most cases 

between 20 and 50 percent. Consistent with their expectations for growth, 

a majority (66%) of EDCs plan to increase their capital investments in 2011.

  L essons learned in the recent economic recession include the importance of 

strong financial, debt and risk management, and the need for diversity. 
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Methodology

These results are based on interviews conducted either in person or by telephone 

with senior executives of 50 Aboriginal economic development corporations 

across Canada, between September 13, 2010 and J anuary 18, 2011. A working 

definition of EDCs used for this research is provided in the Methodology chapter 

of the full report. 

The research was conducted by Environics Research G roup, one of Canada’s 

leading public opinion research firms and the organization that conducted the 

Urban Aboriginal Peoples Study on behalf of the Environics Institute. Support was 

also provided by Acosys Consulting Services, a 100 percent Aboriginal-owned 

and operated firm.

Contact information was identified for 193 of the estimated 260 active EDCs in 

Canada, through Aboriginal community and government websites or Aboriginal 

business directories. All 193 EDCs were contacted by telephone to invite their 

participation, and 50 completed the survey during the research period, representing 

a reasonably good response rate (26%) for this type of survey with busy senior 

professionals. A questionnaire was developed specifically for this unique study 

population, separate from the main ABS questionnaire for small business owners.

The design and interpretation of the Survey of Aboriginal Economic Development 

Corporations was guided by a Research Advisory Board of recognized experts 

from the private sector and government. 
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