
Adele MacDonald 
is the Executive 
Director of Annapolis 
Investments in Rural 
Opportunity. She can 
be reached at adele@
ruralopportunity.com.

In 2014, an economic report released by the 
Province of Nova Scotia caused many people to 
sit up and take notice. Written by the Nova Scotia 
Commission on Building Our New Economy at the 
request of the province, it was known locally as “the 
Ivany Report.” Actually entitled Now or Never: An 
Urgent Call to Action for Nova Scotians, it provided 
the diagnosis of the collective condition of a prov-
ince in an economic and community growth crisis.

In 2015, !e ONE Nova Scotia Coalition 
released a follow-up report called We Choose Now: a 
playbook for Nova Scotians. !is document – the pre-
scription for Nova Scotia’s critical condition – told 
people how to “step up” for their province. It urged 
them all to be part of the solution and spelled out 
speci"c actions that could be taken to improve the 
economic health of Nova Scotia.

In 2016, Jane Nicholson responded to that call to 
action by creating Annapolis Investments in Rural 
Opportunity (AIRO) – a private company with 
the mission of taking on the “We Choose Now” 
challenge, stepping up for Annapolis Royal and 
Annapolis County.

Nicholson, AIRO’s founder, is best described as 
a philanthropreneur, having funded the company 
with a personal investment of $1 million. Her 
expectation is a very non-traditional return on 
investment (ROI). Instead of the usual "nancial 
ROI expected through traditional lending sources, 
Nicholson’s expected ROI is measured through the 
health and well-being of her community. AIRO 
charges three percent interest on its loans – and that 
is non-cumulative. !e interest collected serves two 
purposes – it makes the businesses take repayment 
more seriously and it also allows AIRO to turn its 
clients into philanthropreneurs as well, because the 
money they pay back with interest goes back into 
the community as a loan to another applicant.

Small Businesses to the Rescue!
!e economic backbone of rural Canada is made 

up of small businesses that tap into all sectors – 
agriculture, technology, tourism, recreation, arts 
and culture, accommodations and food services, 
industrial, health and wellness, retail, and more. 
When the federal government released the key 

How to revitalize a 
rural economy

!e rural Nova Scotia Town of Annapolis Royal was established in 1605 and is known as “the Cradle of Our Nation.” Located in Annapolis County, the area has 
seen a surge in new businesses being established since AIRO opened in June 2016.
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small business statistics in January 2019, 
they showed that more than 69 percent 
of Canadians are employed by a small 
business (de"ned as having up to 99 
employees). !at percentage is arguably 
even higher in rural Nova Scotia, where 
large corporations are a rarity due to 
transportation and infrastructure issues.

Yet new entrepreneurs wanting to 
start a small business, or existing small 
businesses that wish to expand, can’t get 
loans. Business "nancing has become 
remote, data driven, and abstract, lead-
ing to a market failure in the "nancial 
ecosystem – and rural communities are 
the victims.

Because there is no longer any existing 
institutional source of small loans, busi-
ness projects that could improve a rural 
community’s economy never get o# the 
ground.

AIRO was created to speci"cally 
address this problem. !rough its small 
loans and business advisory services, it 
provides "nancing and business devel-
opment opportunities for clients in its 
region, which comprises Annapolis Royal 
and Annapolis County.

Micro-Lending to Make 
D�'LHUHQFH

AIRO is dedicated to stimulat-
ing entrepreneurial activity through 
micro-lending, assisting people in its 
community who have terri"c business 
ideas and who are ready to take action to 
help their region succeed economically. 
AIRO supports these entrepreneurs in 
making their ideas a reality by making 
small loans between $500 and $10,000, 
providing business advice throughout 
the length of the loan repayment, and 
connecting its clients to other helpful 
resources in the area that they may not 
be aware of, such as the Community 
Business Development Corporations 
(CBDC), Business Development Bank 
of Canada (BDC), or Atlantic Canada 
Opportunities Agency (ACOA).

It’s a model of micro-lending that can 
be successfully replicated anywhere in 
rural Canada.

10 Steps to Success
!e "rst thing necessary to make 

this program a success was to take 
the temperature of its operating area. 
!is was done during the summer of 
2016 through a series of con"dential 

interviews with community members 
between the ages of 14 and 80. !ey 
were asked what they loved about their 
community, what they hated, what 
they thought was missing, and what 
they believed was possible. !e answers 
formed the 2017 report, Local Logic: 
How to get there from here – outlining the 
community’s recommendations on the 
economic future of Annapolis Royal and 
surrounding areas. It was the roadmap, 
showing what the community wanted 
and needed in order to thrive and grow.

!e second key to success was simplic-
ity. !e loan application is only four 
pages, the interview process usually lasts 
an hour and a half, and a "nal decision 
on funding is made immediately after 
receiving all necessary information from 
applicants. New small businesses need an 
answer about funding quickly – not in 
two or three months, which often hap-
pens under some of the other models.

!e process of accessing services was 
also kept deliberately simple in order 
not to create barriers for applicants. It’s a 
10-step process:

1.  !e entrepreneur downloads the 
appropriate application from the 
website. (Applications are for 
either a new business or an existing 
business that wants to expand.)

2.  !ey then submit the application 
by email or mail.

3.  !e application is reviewed. Due 
diligence is done along with 
research on the type of business 
and its potential impact on the 
community. A list of follow-up 
questions is created.

4.  A meeting is arranged with the 
applicant.

5.  Any follow-up requested as a result 
of the meeting is submitted by the 
applicant.

6.  All materials comprising the 
application and the notes from the 
meeting are reviewed and a deci-
sion is made.

7.  !e applicant is noti"ed of the 
decision.

8.  If approved, a letter of acceptance, 
which includes all the conditions 
of the personal loan, is sent to the 
applicant for signature.

9.  Once the signed letter of accep-
tance is returned by the applicant, 
a cheque is immediately issued 

to them, along with a repayment 
schedule.

10. Free business advisory services 
begin immediately and continue 
for the duration of the loan – and 
often beyond.

Program Results 
'HPRQVWUDWH�(HFWLYHQHVV

In just over three years, AIRO has 
made extraordinary strides in economic 
and community development in its tar-
get area. Its total investment capital is $1 
million and with an investment of just 
over $500,000 to date, the results speak 
for themselves:
• 127 applications received;
• 67 approved – including 29 new 

businesses, 21 existing businesses 
expanding, and 15 community 
projects in partnership with local 
municipalities and non-pro"ts;

• "ve applications pending;
• 52 applications declined;
• three applications referred to other 

funding sources; and
• 148 full-time, part-time, or seasonal 

jobs created.
Of the 67 applications approved, there 

has been only one loan default and just 
"ve businesses that did not make it past 
their "rst year. !at means 92.5 percent 
of the funding has resulted in successful 
businesses or community projects.

!e average cost per job created is 
$3,430. Compare that to the CBDC 
model in Nova Scotia, which has an 
average cost per job of $11,950, and it’s 
clear that the AIRO model is a success-
ful small business incubator for rural 
communities.

Replicating the Model in 
Other Communities

Replicating the AIRO model will 
involve working with a variety of stake-
holders to help them identify how it 
could be adapted for the speci"c circum-
stances of that community.

!e model was set up entirely with pri-
vate funding and that was a purposeful 
decision – it keeps the business nimble 
and not tied up in the bureaucracy of 
a board of directors. !e nimbleness is 
critical to the success of this model.

However, the model could be replicated 
using a di#erent funding model such as a 
public-private partnership (P3), with pub-
lic money being used to cover operational 
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expenses and private money being used to 
loan to the businesses. ! e organization 
would still need autonomy to make loan 
decisions and to operate quickly, but its 
sta#  could report back to a board of direc-
tors regularly for overarching guidance, 
as opposed to having the board make 
individual loan decisions. ! e nimbleness 
of hands-on decision making is critical to 
the success or failure of this model.

AIRO will likely last another two years 
before the initial investment runs out. 
With a P3 replication of the model, how-
ever, a similar investment of $1 million 
in private funds could be stretched out to 
10 years, or 14 years, or even 40 years. It 
all depends on the percentage of public 
funding contributed.

! e money Nicholson had to work 
with could have been used to fund a 

building at a local hospital or post-
secondary campus. Instead, she chose 
to use a philanthropic approach to 
entrepreneurship and invest directly 
in the people in her community. And, 
she believes there are others living in 
rural communities across Canada who 
similarly have the " nancial means and 
the social conscience to create their own 
version of the program.  MW 
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