In the Company of Women

Women entrepreneurs represent one of the fastest growing business segments in Canada today and according to the PARO Centre for Women’s Enterprise, Thunder Bay and region are no different. 
Statistics show that three out of five small businesses launched in Northern Ontario today are started by women. These women range from new graduates to baby boomers, and come from all backgrounds.  What they do have in common however, is that they are not afraid to ask for help.   
“Women’s presence in the business landscape has always had an enormous impact on the economy of Northern Ontario,” said Rosalind Lockyer, Executive Director of PARO. “But what we are witnessing is increasing numbers of self-employed women in the region and a growing desire to connect with other women and resources to get things rolling,” she notes. 
This year, the PARO Centre for Women’s Enterprise is re-organizing the way it services and targets the diverse and growing needs of women from across Northern Ontario. “We have really identified three core priority areas that we are marketing to women who are looking for help,” explains Lockyer. “Our programs are primarily targeting women who are ready to start a business, those who are ready to grow their business and those who are looking to build upon their current business success to expand their regional networks. We want to be a resource for women to find whatever they need to succeed and that varies on a case by case basis. Sometimes its help with business planning or mentorship, and other times it’s simply opportunities to network and be in the company of other business women,” she says. 
That's what Suzan Cooper Rochon discovered through the ups and downs of launching her successful retail store, Perfect Fit Lingerie in Thunder Bay last year.  After returning to Thunder Bay with her family after 20 years away, Suzan knew that she wanted to work in retail but she also wanted to be her own boss.  “I knew that running my own business would be hard work,” says Suzan, “but I wanted new start in Thunder Bay that would give me the flexibility to balance my professional goals with family life.”  
“I felt immediately comfortable at PARO,” she says.  “I spent five months working through the PARO Gateway program, funded by Employment Ontario. My mentor guided me through the essential steps of launching my business like how to write a business plan and obtain the appropriate licensing,” she explains. Suzan opened the doors to Perfect Fit Lingerie, on Red River Road in Thunder Bay in July 2007 and in just a short few months, she has three staff and an increasing customer base.  
Young entrepreneur, Colleen Gouliquer of Steeper’s Tea also used PARO’s Gateway program during the start-up phase of her business and today, she is focused on growing her business with help from the PARO Accelerator program, partly funded by FedNor, “I’ve found the Accelerator program to be really flexible, and I need that,” Colleen says.  She finds that the unregimented nature of the program is perfect for a woman with business responsibilities, and that it provides amazing resources on an as-needed basis.  “The coaching I have received has been invaluable, and the emotional support from my advisory panel bolsters me on a regular basis,” she says.  “The staff at PARO actively looks for opportunities to help,” Colleen notes.  “They keep their eyes open for ways to connect people in networks for mutual benefit.” With PARO’s help, Colleen plans to take her business to the next level by franchising Steeper’s Tea and opening more locations in Northern Ontario.  
“The good news is that if you are a woman looking to start or grow an existing business, that there is help available,” notes Rosalind Lockyer, Executive Director of PARO. “Our biggest challenge is letting people know that we are here to help and not just women in Thunder Bay, but women across the region,” she says. 
Thanks to various provincial and federal funding agreements, PARO provides regional outreach and development through multiple program initiatives such as PARO on Wheels and NOW (Northern Opportunities for Women). “We are bridging the service gap to women in regional communities who may otherwise feel isolated,” says Lockyer. 

From her home-based business in Dryden, Marjorie Salavich has successfully run the Ontario Country Register – an Ontario events and shopping guide for several years. Marjorie is just one of many women entrepreneurs in the region who are benefiting from PARO’s regional programming. “PARO’s networking events have helped me to meet people I would normally not have the opportunity to interact with,” notes Marjorie. “These contacts have given me needed business exposure for successful expansion into other parts of the province, right from my home in Dryden,” she says. 

It seems that women really are flexing their entrepreneurial ability and creating new opportunities in our communities across the region. “Louise Paquette, Director General of FedNor, showed her support by traveling to Dryden to provide a keynote address at a PARO Networking Event,” says Rosalind Lockyer of PARO. “This kind of support recognizes the importance of women’s economic contribution. So many ordinary women achieving extraordinary things,” she notes. 
To find out more about the PARO Centre for Women’s Enterprise visit: www.paro.ca or call: 807 625-0328. 
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