Female entrepreneurs band together (Le Devoir)

Women, who head 47% of small-to-medium-size businesses, are networking to build business relationships

Turcotte, Claude

Women have long been known as big consumers, but they are also business owners—and their importance in the global economy is underestimated. This could change in the next few years. Female entrepreneurs are building a network as a way of increasing their exposure and selling their products. This network could go global before long. We are witnessing the emergence of economic feminism.

In Canada, more than 821,000 women head companies and contribute more than 18 billion dollars to the economy. These women own 47% of small-to-medium-size businesses and employ 1.7 million men and women. Nonetheless, they constitute less than 5% of corporate and government suppliers on both the national and international levels. Women’s groups have decided that the time has come to correct the situation.

Tomorrow morning, 80 businesswomen and clients of BMO will meet at the Saint-Jacques Street offices of Bank of Montreal to learn about a new non-profit organization called “WEConnect Canada.” This organization’s mission is to help women-owned businesses connect with corporate members and business leaders looking to diversify their supply chain. Don’t bother asking to join this continental breakfast tomorrow morning—there are no seats left. The 80 attendees will learn about the advantages of qualifying their companies for private and public buyer networks. They will also have the opportunity to meet with the WEConnect team and start building a network with other female business leaders.

WEConnect Canada is affiliated with WEConnect International, an organization that promotes international certification standards for women-owned businesses. These organizations are all descended from the Women's Business Enterprise National Council (WBENC) founded in the United States in 1997. WEConnect UK was launched in 2007 and the Canadian equivalent was introduced in Ottawa in March 2009. The first meeting of women who hold majority interest in a company (a membership requirement) was held in Toronto in April. The second meeting will be held tomorrow in Montreal. Nineteen Canadian companies are already certified, including two in Quebec. Nicole Sénécal—CEO of one of the certified Quebec companies, SoSen—believes this certification places her in a better position to grow her exports.

Laraine Kaminsky, entrepreneur and global diversity practitioner, is the primary contact for WEConnect Canada corporate members and partners. She believes the U.S., U.K. and Canadian organizations are only the beginning of a huge global network that women entrepreneurs from other countries will join, particularly those in China and India. Her objective is to build a Canadian network comparable to that of WBENC, which, in 2006, counted 5,800 certified Women’s Business Enterprises, 230 national corporate members and over 1,000 corporations and local, state and federal entities that recognized its certification process.

Meanwhile, other women yesterday expressed a completely different view of the economy. The Coalition spéciale pour l'égalité des femmes et des droits de la personne (special coalition for women’s and human rights equality) released a statement denouncing the Conservative government’s economic stimulus plan which, according to them, does not provide the structures women need to weather the economic crisis. The coalition accuses the Harper government of misunderstanding the reality families are facing by not paying enough attention to social infrastructures and initiatives such as daycare and social programs. “The reality is that traditional infrastructure projects such as bridges and roads create jobs in predominantly male sectors. There is no part of this economic report that places women in these non-traditional jobs,” asserts the coalition.

