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With support from municipal Council, the City of North Bay 
undertook a Business Retention + Expansion (BR+E) program 
led by the Economic Development Department in 
collaboration with various community partners. The BR+E 
program aims to open the lines of communication with the 
local business community in order to provide insight into 
challenges and barriers that may impede business success 
and identify opportunities for growth and expansion.

Participation in a con�dential survey from 250 local 
businesses produced a deeper understanding of the current 
business climate, the challenges and opportunities related 
to operating a business within the City of North Bay and the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. The feedback collected 
supports the development of community-based economic 
development strategies to assist with retention and growth 
and to provide resources that address business needs. 

Findings from the BR+E program assisted in establishing 
key priority areas of focus and generating recommendations 
and actions to help stimulate the growth and expansion of 
the local economy. 

Introduction

North Bay Jack Garland Airport (YYB)
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Business Retention + Expansion is a standardized, internationally recognized program that is used as an economic 
development tool to gauge a community’s business climate and help identify common issues, concerns and 
opportunities as they relate to businesses operations, sustainability and growth. Retention and expansion of local 
businesses are key aspects of the economic health of a community. 

PHASE I
Preparation

PHASE IV
Implementation
and Monitoring

PHASE II
Data Collection

 and Analysis

PHASE III
Development of

Goals and Actions

+ Expansion Program
Business Retention

The BR+E program model is based on a four-phase process which includes Preparation, Collection and Analysis of 
Data, Development of Goals and Actions, and Implementation and Monitoring.

The BR+E program implemented by the City of North Bay 
was modeled after the Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, 
Food and Rural A�airs (OMAFRA) and the Business 
Retention + Expansion International (BREI) programs. 
The program was customized to meet the unique needs 
of the North Bay business community and to 
accommodate health and safety regulations related to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

The BR+E program was instrumental in providing insight 
from local businesses. The data collected assists with 
establishing economic priorities, actions and initiatives 
that aim to be realistic, achievable and impactful. 

Project Phases

Phase 1: Preparation

Phase 2: Data Collection and Analysis

Phase 3: Development of Goals and Action

Phase 4: Implementation and Monitoring

In addition to program development and 
administration, the �rst phase of the project focused 
on volunteer recruitment and training to form a 
Volunteer Visitation Team and Red Flag Team. This 
was followed by a program launch and promotion to 
the business community. 

Using the standardized four-phase approach, the City of North Bay BR+E program was formally launched in 2019 and the 
third phase concluded in September 2021. The fourth phase of the project is ongoing as BR+E actions are implemented 
and as business visitations are continually conducted by the City of North Bay Economic Development Department.

The third phase of the project included consolidation, 
review and analysis of responses collected from the survey 
process. Key trends, challenges, areas of concern, themes, 
opportunities and priorities impacting the business 
community informed goals and actions.  

Recommendations and actions will be implemented over 
the next two years with the assistance of community 
partners. The City of North Bay Economic Development 
Department will continue to monitor results.

BR+E con�dential surveys and interviews were 
conducted by the Volunteer Visitation Team during 
the second phase of the program. Red Flag issues 
identi�ed through the survey process were given 
immediate attention. Following the survey process, 
the results were summarized for analysis.
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Program
Objectives

Increase communications with local �rms

Help provide access to resources, programs, 
services and networks that support retention 
and growth

Better understand barriers to growth, trends
and opportunities

Increase understanding of local supply 
chains and company capabilities

Utilize company feedback to inform future 
priorities that foster a business friendly 
environment
 

Utilize company feedback in developing 
tools and resources for business

Long-term
Objectives

Strengthen relationships and communications 
with the business community

Encourage business development, investment 
and job growth

Support retention, growth, diversi�cation 
and competitiveness of local business

Enhance the overall business climate

Dow
ntow

n North Bay
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Red Flags

Volunteer Training

Survey Development

Survey Participants

Survey Process

The OMAFRA BR+E survey was customized for North Bay's 
unique business community.  Questions focused on 
business development and operations, community growth, 
workforce trends, future growth as well as opportunities 
and potential areas of concerns related to doing business in 
North Bay. Additional sector-related questions were 
incorporated in the survey including manufacturing, 
tourism, retail and storefront, transportation and 
government non-pro�t. Given the timing of the COVID-19 
pandemic, survey questions were added to account for 
immediate concerns and impacts to business.

The �ndings, derived from the con�dential interviews, are 
based on both qualitative and quantitative feedback from 
those operating businesses in North Bay. 

Survey participants were identi�ed through various local
business directories and listings. Participants were 
categorized by industry to solicit survey participation from 
a diverse representation of business sizes and sectors. 
Solicitations for business participation were made by 
phone, email, in person and the program was advertised by 
community partners, local media, and promoted via social 
media and online.

A total of 250 businesses were surveyed representing a 
7.14% sample size, which exceeds OMAFRA’s 
recommended threshold to obtain a minimum 95% 
con�dence level with less than a 10% margin of error. 

Program information sessions were held with municipal senior 
management and volunteer training was delivered to ensure 
that all volunteers were aware of the duties, responsibilities and 
level of con�dentiality required throughout the delivery of the 
program.

During the survey process, issues identi�ed as urgent and 
requiring immediate action were categorized as Red Flags and 
opportunities for growth and expansion requiring immediate 
action were categorized as Projects and Opportunities. A total 
of 248 �ag issues were identi�ed from participating businesses 
and addressed by sta� with the support of the Red Flag Team. 
The Red Flag Team met on a regular basis throughout the BR+E 
process to ensure required information, resources, programs 
and services were provided to the businesses within a timely 
manner. As part of this process, feedback and suggestions were 
shared with members and open dialogue was encouraged as a 
means to identify solutions and mitigate challenges. 

A business visitation team comprised of 24 community-minded 
volunteers was assigned to undertake the business interviews 
and data collection through a con�dential BR+E survey 
visitation process.

Interviews were initially conducted in-person, shifting to a 
virtual format and adhering to health and safety protocols 
resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. Surveys were 
conducted by Volunteer Visitation Team members in teams of 
two, with one person dedicated to asking survey questions and 
the other recording responses. Team members provided survey 
participants with an overview of the program, an explanation 
of survey purpose, assurance of con�dentiality and indicated 
that participants may decline to answer any question at any 
time during the process without need for explanation, known 
as the “skip it rule”. 

Con�dential survey results were assigned a numerical code in 
in order to maintain respondent anonymity and entered in the 
BR+E database on an on-going basis.

Methodology

North Bay Mountain Biking Trail
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Profile
City of North Bay
The City of North Bay is a diverse community that is proud to o�er a balance of opportunity and easy living. The City has a 
population of approximately 52,000 people and a regional trading area of 112,000 people. North Bay is located a three-hour 
drive north of Toronto and three-and-a-half hours west of Ottawa, a�ording easy access to larger Canadian and United States 
markets. 

A major transportation centre for Northern Ontario, North Bay is located at the junction of Highway 11, Highway 17 and 
Highway 63, providing businesses with access to major markets in both Canada and the United States. Air services are available 
via the municipally owned airport and freight services are accessible through national rail lines.
 
North Bay is a business-friendly community that o�ers a range of economic advantages while providing a high-quality living 
environment for its residents. It has a diverse local economy comprised of a balanced mix of industrial, commercial and 
institutional operations.

Mining Supply
and Services

Film and Television

Aviation, Transportation
and Distribution

Information Communication
Technology

Healthcare and
Professional Services

Advanced
Manufacturing

Tourism and Cultural
Industries

Education, 
Public Administration 

and Defence

Trade and Commerce,
Retail and Construction

Business Sectors
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+ Expansion Survey Overview
Business Information

Business Retention  

Respondents participating in the survey included businesses ranging in size and sector. The majority of businesses (70%) are 
corporations, followed by sole proprietorships (14%). Over half of the businesses are locally owned and operate from a single 
location, with 85% of business owners involved in the daily operations of the business. Most are small businesses with 20 or less 
employees, have been operating in North Bay for 10 years or longer and focus primarily on local or regional markets. Just over 
half (53%) of businesses own their facility, with the majority of owner properties (82%) located outside of the downtown core.

Business by Industry (NAICS Code)
Number of Respondents

Transportation and Warehousing
Financial Services and Information
Real Estate and Rental and Leasing

Professional, Scienti�c and Technical Services
Administrative and Support and Waste Management and Remediate

Mining, Quarrying, and Oil and Gas Extraction
Construction

Manufacturing
Wholesale Trade

Retail Trade

Education Services
Healthcare and Social Assistance

Arts, Entertainment and Recreation
Accommodation and Food Services

Other Services and Public Administration 13

14

11
20

5
10

8

10
15

41
5

50

7

11

30

250
70%

Corporations

Businesses Surveyed

14%
Sole Proprietorships

6%
Non-Pro�ts

1%
Branch Plants

3%
Partnerships

4%
Cooperatives

2% Other
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 Ownership Structure
* 249 responses

66% Locally owned and operated
with one location

 

22% Branch or division of a regional,
national, or international 
company

 

 8% Locally owned and operated
with more than one location

 

 4% Franchise

 

72%
Business owners are

residents of the community

 * 233 responses

85%
Business owners involved 
in day-to-day operations

 * 234 responses
Downtown North Bay
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1%

1-4 5-9 10-19 20-29 30-49 50-99 100-299 300+

30%
23%

17%

10% 9%
6%

4%

Number of Employees

Facilities outside downtown core 82%

Facilities owned 53%
 * 262 responses as some respondents own and lease multiple facilities

 * 111 responses 

 Owned Facilities 

 Leased Facilities 
Facilities leased 47%

Leases expiring in 2-3 years 22%

 * 262 responses as some respondents own and lease multiple facilities

 * 111 responses 

Anticipate renewal challenges 9%
 * 111 responses 

of businesses
in operations for
over 35 years25%

of businesses
in operations for
26-35 years19%

of businesses
in operations for
11-25 years24%

of businesses
in operations for
4-10 years17%

of businesses
in operations for
1-3 years10%

of businesses
in operations for
less than 1 year5%

Primary Markets 
 * 233 responses 

Local 43%

Regional 34%

National 10%

International 13%



COVID-19 Impact
The COVID-19 pandemic has had a signi�cant impact on local 
businesses. As many as 66% of 160 business owners indicate 
their employment numbers have been impacted by temporary 
shutdowns and social distancing measures that began in March 
2020, and 75% of 130 business owners anticipated that 
temporary shutdown measures impacted day-to-day 
operations. Restrictions and shutdowns also caused challenges 
for future planning, business expansions and hiring.

The majority of businesses report a positive impression of North Bay as a place to conduct business. When asked if their attitude 
toward doing business in the North Bay community has changed in the last three years, 70% of businesses indicated experiencing 
no change or a positive change. Those who indicated a positive shift listed support from local residents and the community at 
large, assistance from the City of North Bay and community partners as well as business pro�tability, growth and expansion 
among the top contributors to the change in attitude.  The 28% of businesses that experienced a negative change in attitude 
attributed the shift to increased community safety concerns, the current downtown climate and COVID-19 challenges. 

Business Climate
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Top 5 Business Factors
Rated Excellent/Good

Quality of life

Availability of adequate electricity

Cellular phone service
Water/waste water capacity
Availability of natural gas

Other Business Factors
Rated Excellent/Good
By 70% of Respondents

Provincial highways

Proximity to rail and airport

Availability of health and medical services
Support from local residents

Internet service

Top 5 Business Factors
Rated Poor/Fair

Municipal property taxes

Cost of electricity

Local roads and streets
Availability of housing

Available space for rent or purchase

COVID-19 Employment Impact 

Reduced staffing 92%

Increased staffing 6%

Changes in job roles 14%

Change in job skills 2%

Impressions of North Bay
as a Place to do Business 

Excellent 16%

Good 52%

Fair 25%

Poor 7%

68% of businesses rate North Bay as a good to excellent 
place to do business
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Almost half of business respondents (46%) plan to expand operations within the next two years. Retirement is listed as the top 
reason for selling, with succession plans in place for 75% of business owners. Economic issues including decreased consumer 
spending and the prospect of a possible economic recession are prevalent concerns. Additional concerns resulting from the 
COVID-19 pandemic include �nancial impacts on operations, liquidity and capital, employee stress and health, and supply chain 
disruptions. 

Future Plans

Increase in workforce

 Business expansion will lead to:

23%

12%

13%

13%

Increase in product lines

Increase in floor space

Increase in new services

42%

25%

8%

17%

 Business downsizing will lead to:

Reduction in workforce

Reduction in floor space

Reduction in product lines

Reduction in services

Top 3 concerns looking forward:

Decreasing consumer confidence and spending

Employee stress and health

Global and Canadian recession

 

1

2

3  * 130 responses

Of  the 74% of business experiencing 
di�culties with expansion plans 
indicate that COVID-19 has caused
delays and concerns

25%

1

2

3

Top 3 expansion challenges:

Workforce availability and workforce training

Financing

Availability of buildings

 

74% Businesses experiencing 
di�culties with their 
expansion plans

 * 130 responses

Business plans in the next 18 months:

46%
Plan to expand

37%
Plan to remain the same

8%
Plan to relocate within the 

City of North Bay

3%
Plan to downsize

3%
Plan to sell

2%
Plan to close

*307 responses as multiple answers could be provided 



Business Development
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Top 5 Growing Sectors

NAIC 33 Manufacturing

NAIC 62 Healthcare and Social Assistance

Real EstateNAIC 53

NAIC 44 & 45 Retail Trade

Industry Outlook
 * 242 responses

52%
Growth Stability

31%
Decline
10%

Unsure
7%

NAIC 54 Professional, Scientific and Technical Services

Based on survey responses the following top �ve sectors and industries are experiencing growth:

Innovation in N
orth Bay

Despite the COVID-19 pandemic many businesses have a positive industry outlook and project an increase in sales in 
the next year. Businesses indicated that the COVID-19 pandemic, market demands, increased marketing and changing 
of population demographics are reasons for perceived industry growth. The COVID-19 pandemic along with industry 
regulations and changing economic conditions are the main reasons that some industries foresee a decline.



Projected Sales Growth
 * 239 responses

This year 50%

1-2 years 24%

2-5 years 2%

No plans 21%

3%Not applicable

76% of businesses will introduce new products
or services within the next 5 years
 * 226 responses

13

Increase 54%

Remain the same 24%

Unsure 10%

Decrease 10%

3%Not applicable

Industry growth

Reasons For Projected Sales Growth

Product/service diversification

Introduction of technology and process improvements

Increased consumer demand

Rail Service North Bay
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Business Hiring Challenges
 * 354 responses as multiple answers could be provided

Excellent Good Fair Poor Don’t Know No Response

Availability of qualified
workers 4%

14%

5%

2%

17%

33%

23%

9%

23%

22%

25%

7%

41%

12%

25%

3%

0%

1%

2%

2%

15%

18%

20%

77%

Retention of skilled
employees

Ability to attract new 
employees

Ability to attract 
seasonal employees

Rated Community Factors for Business Needs

Workforce
Businesses across all sectors are experiencing workforce challenges in relation to attracting and hiring quali�ed employees due to 
lack of skills, training and experience. Survey respondents estimate a projected 653 retirements over the next �ve years. Based on 
an estimated workforce of 8,662 represented by survey participants, approximately 7.5% of the workforce will retire in the next �ve 
years. Manufacturing, construction and retail trade are industries expected to experience the highest levels of retirement.

Lack of relevant
experience

30%
Lack of appropriate

skills or training

33%
Too few

applicants

21%
Other
16%

Projected Retirements

133
Retirements within

the next year

Survey participants anticipating workforce retirements over the next 1-5 years predict:

186
Retirements within

3 years

354
Retirements within

5 years

7.5%
workforce retirement
over the next 5 years

*149 responses 
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Community Growth
Businesses identi�ed a wide range of both positive and challenging factors related to conducting business 
within North Bay. 

When asked “In terms of overall impact on this community as a place to do business, 
what is the most significant change you would like to see in the next five years?” the 
most frequently cited responses were as follows:

Top 3 Advantages of Conducting 
Business in North Bay

Quality of life, 
supportive community, 
outdoor lifestyle

Central location and
proximity to markets

Transportation availability
and logistics (air, rail, road)

Top 3 Disadvantages of Conducting 
Business in North Bay

1

3

2

Hiring challenges and
attraction of qualified
and skilled employees

Community safety
concerns

High municipal taxes

1

3

2

Increase residential 
population and implement 
youth retention efforts

Lower municipal taxes
Collaborate with educational 
institutions and businesses 
to provide training and skill 
development opportunities

Improve transportation 
logistics and increase airline 
services

Focus on attracting 
industries that provide high 
paying employment
opportunities for residents

Increase availability of 
affordable housing

Continue with investment 
attraction efforts to assist 
with diversification of 
industry base

Improve community safety
Conduct beautification of the 
city including downtown 
revitalization and waterfront 
development



Red Flag Summary
A total of 248 Red Flags were identified through the BR+E survey process. Based on the frequency of responses, 
the top five issues faced by businesses are:

Community Safety 
     (115 times)

1

Frequent and recurring requests for funding and program information
    (47 times - expansion, internship, exporting, importing, intellectual property, training)

2

Frequent requests for municipal information and support from City 
    (41 times - public works, engineering, building, licensing, zoning, parking, by-laws)

3

Sourcing suitable locations for expansions 
     (19 times)

4

Internet connectivity in some areas of the city 
     (6 times)

5

16
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SWOT Analysis
Strengths

Weaknesses

Opportunities

Threats

Quality of life
Supportive community
Geographical location
Proximity to larger markets
Transportation connectivity
Competitive operating costs
Telecommunications infrastructure

Local businesses expanding and adding additional products/services
Growth, diversi�cation, and partnership development between manufacturers to increase
utilization of space and equipment
Further development of the downtown waterfront to attract residents, tourism and industry
Exploration of rail freight and transportation infrastructure
Diversi�cation of industry

Lack of available quali�ed employees
Cost of municipal property taxes
Cost of electricity
Availability of place to rent or purchase
Downtown appearance
Community safety
Unaware of availability or ineligible to access capital
Some industrial and commercial locations are experiencing slower internet speeds

COVID-19 impacts
Workforce attraction e�orts impacting business growth
Projected retirements
Availability of adequate housing
Relocation of businesses to other locations
Barriers to expertise, human and �nancial resources to undertake R&D in manufacturing sector

17



Workforce: To help build and attract a strong workforce. 

Recommendation: Take a leadership role in bringing together community workforce partners to 
develop and implement timely and impactful measures to help address business workforce 
challenges.

Timeline: Within 12 months.

Action: Facilitate discussion about current and future workforce challenges and assess 
opportunities, programs and resources to mitigate labour constraints. Utilizing the data and 
insight, develop an implementation plan that identifies actions, partners, required resources, 
timelines and performance metrics.

The following three priorities have been identi�ed through the BR+E process as key areas of focus to guide recommendations 
and actions that maximize impact and best align with business needs and community economic development goals.

Key Priorities

Recommendations and Actions

Workforce Business Growth Communication

To help build and attract a 
strong workforce

To support the business 
community in achieving 

growth and success

To strengthen 
communication with the 

business community

18

Community safety was the top Red Flag issue highlighted throughout the BR+E process, with over 105 qualitative survey 
comments captured that relate to this area of focus.  A priority for the City of North Bay and community partners, this has 
resulted in the development of a Community Safety Well-Being Plan (CSWB) that will guide recommendations and 
actions focused on addressing community safety concerns. The plan was commissioned by the City of North Bay in the 
summer of 2020 and presented to City Council on June 15, 2021, and then adopted by way of Council Resolution 
2021-64 on June 29, 2021.

www.northbay.ca/projects/community-safety-and-well-being-plan

 Community Safety
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Business Growth: To support the business community in 
achieving growth and success. z

Recommendation: Work with organizations involved in business financing to identify gaps 
and explore enhancements that will increase awareness of programs and enable access to 
capital.

Timeline: Within 12 months.

Action: Host a roundtable consisting of business development organizations, funding agencies 
and financial institutions to discuss available programs and supports and identify current 
challenges and gaps that impact business growth. 

Recommendation: Review internal policies, procedures and services impacting businesses and 
find opportunities to help stimulate the economy.

Timeline: Within 12 months.

Action: Increase understanding and create additional awareness about local expertise to 
encourage more collaboration (private and public engagement), enhance municipal and 
community projects and promote company capabilities. 

Recommendation: Work with telecommunication providers to better understand infrastructure 
gaps impacting business operations and help facilitate improvements where possible.

Timeline: Within 18 months.

Action: Collaborate with telecommunication providers to discuss ongoing business challenges 
and future infrastructure needs. Continue to consult with the business community and provide 
information on available funding and program supports to assist businesses with 
telecommunications and technology enhancements.

Timeline: Within 18 months.

Action: Recognizing regulatory legislation, find ways to encourage local procurement, where 
possible, as a means of helping to strengthen the local economy.  

Timeline: Within 18 months.

Action: Evaluate current street vendor permitting and downtown parkette booking processes to 
identify and implement methods for streamlining applications and payment processing to support 
enhanced activities/events within the city and downtown core.  



Recommendation: Provide targeted communication to the business community about the 
Community Safety Well-Being Plan and share updates as required. 

Communication: To strengthen communication with the 
business community.

Timeline: Within 12 months.

Action: Increase awareness about the development of the Community Safety Well-Being Plan 
and educate businesses on available supports, resources and programs.

Recommendation: Explore options to enhance City communication with the business 
community.

Timeline: Within 12 months.

Action: Review opportuntities to use additional technology that enables and encourages public 
engagement and e-government.

Timeline: Within 18 months.

Action: Ensure department directory with contact information is accessible to the community.
To increase overall accessibility, explore options for adopting accessible communication methods 
such as TTY and/or speech-to-text. 

Timeline: Within 2 years.

Action: Enhance current online platforms to provide real-time updates, foster organic 
relationships and engage the business community. 

20



City of North Bay 

Economic Development

200 McIntyre St. E.

North Bay, Ontario

Canada

P1B 8V6

1.800.465.1882 ext. 2417

investinnorthbay.ca
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