
Denman Small Business Forum 03/31/2011: an abbreviated transcript 

As we gathered in the Community School Library, facilitator Anne de Cosson asked the panel members 

to introduce themselves. 

1. Juan Barker – Abraxas Books and Arts since 2004, and Comox Mediation previous to that. 

2. Kathy Rieder – Denman Carpenter, 28 years 

3. Susan-Marie Yoshihara – Shin Mei Do Miso factory, 30 years 

4. Kathie Tolsen – Kathie’s Salsa, 9 years 

5. Cheryl Jacobs – Jewelry maker, 16 years 

6. Clark Siferd – Hardware Store, 16 years 

Anne then asked the attendees to introduce themselves and to briefly describe what they hoped to 

learn from the Small Business Forum. The 7 person audience consisted of people from a diversity of 

backgrounds, and had a good many reasons for coming, but an over riding interest was in marketing for 

both individual business ventures and for enterprising ways to help local non-profits. One of the most 

intriguing questions that arose from the group was: 

What is the upcoming dynamic for business opportunity on island? 

After the audience spoke, the panel members were given a chance to expand on the following 

questions: 

 Describe what works about being a business owner on Denman Island? 

 What is special about it? 

 What are the challenges and how have you dealt with them? 

Cheryl spoke first, and admitted she had no plan upon coming to Denman from San Francisco of how to 

make a living. 

“Employment wise it was a deep plunge. I got a seed grant from the Canadian government which 

allowed me an extended period of time to learn casting. What a bonus to moving to Canada from the 

States. Denman was and remains a supportive environment for home-based businesses. It has gotten 

better on Denman in the past few years. We are really coming into our own. Keeping the money flowing 

in the winter has always been a challenge, but the down time is nice. I value the home based quality of 

my jewelry business, and the internet has made it even better.” 

Cheryl now gets by in the winter by supplementing her income through teaching up and down 

Vancouver Island. The down time has forced her to be creative with her career. Ferry costs are a con to 

living here, and the mail can be a challenge, but the local Hardware Store is a real blessing in her line of 



work. She has found it necessary to remain flexible and sited examples of this being opening her studio 

to the public, showing across Canada, and listing her jewelry on the Shopping Network. She 

recommends teaching if you can. 

“Social media is enticing but so time consuming. I’d rather be crafting.” 

Clark of the Denman Hardware Store spoke to the importance of saving a cushion to start a business 

with, and not getting over extended. The business grew organically for him, it started in his garage. 

“If I had done a business plan I would not have opened the store. Demographics aren’t everything. They 

didn’t warrant a carpet cleaner on the island and yet it was the main question from customers. I had to 

buy the machine because no company would make me a retail outlet. Retail on Denman is a crap shoot. 

Have funding behind your project for the down times, because there will be down times.” 

Clark went on to emphasize how important it is to provide good service, to be helpful, and to treat 

people well, but to learn to say no when the financial analysis doesn’t support an idea. 

“I use the internet for a lot of research. Retail on Denman is tough. There isn’t room for competition. You 

shouldn’t butt heads. I am fortunate to have a captive market. Find your niche, you have to be unique 

and aware of trends. Do try new things, but wisely.” 

 “If you are doing anything for your business, keep excellent track. It could save you income tax troubles 

down the road. Leave a paper trail.” 

 Kathie, like Clarke, started her Denman Island business one step at a time. She knew two things at the 

onset: she didn’t want a loan; and she wanted to work out of her home. Working at home is a key to 

starting small because there is so little overhead. She did excursions though, mainly to promote her 

product through taste testing events. Product give-aways work very well for her. 

According to Kathie the positives to having a business on Denman Island are: 

Denman has a mystique, a reputation which precedes it, that makes people feel good about her salsa. 

Support from the community is strong. She gets regular calls from islanders who want her product and 

the stores have always been supportive too. She feels well-loved! The island is very inclusive. 

It’s a beautiful locale to live and work. Step out your door and its like heaven. 

“I have to be insured for liability reasons, and I do that under my husband’s business. It shelters me 

personally.” 

 There are drawbacks according to Kathie: 

Ferry costs and line ups. She now puts a delivery charge on her product. 

One must have their property rezoned to expand. 



It’s hard to meet an immediate client need because of her remote location. In that sense, customer 

service can sometimes be sacrificed. Also, if a mistake happens with supplies, she finds herself out of 

luck. 

“Find your niche. Know your market. Dips are huge when the Canucks are playing.” 

Susan-Marie and her husband Yoshi, much like Cheryl, moved to Denman Island without a plan on how 

to make a living. They started making Miso in a very basic way, without machinery, in their woodshed. 

Then children came along and they had to expand. They went to family, instead of getting a loan. 

“We had a good run. 30 years of being at home with the growing family and being full time in the 

community. We became the organic Miso people all across Canada.” 

Horizon Distributors took on Shin Mei Do Miso and became the main distributor. The two businesses 

grew together, it was a good relationship. Susan-Marie did a lot of traveling to Vancouver and Victoria 

for food demonstrations. She made a simple soup and slept on friend’s couches. She expanded her 

knowledge by taking marketing courses at college. Now, she and Yoshi would be very challenged to 

repeat their method as the regulatory regime has changed dramatically and ferry costs are so high. She 

would now have to be in tighter communication with Keir, the local Food Safe instructor, even though 

miso is non-perishable food product. 

The one thing she would change is planning for succession. They would have managed things differently 

and been able to sell the business when they were ready to retire. 

Kathy, much like Cheryl, was able to get government support for Women Entering a Non-traditional 

Field. She found a local carpenter to hire her and for 6 months half her wages were paid. This was 

helpful to her because she was learning on the job and made mistakes. Being indentured helped her feel 

confident about going to the job site. 

Kathy furthered her education at college and being able to call herself licensed helped her land a 

teaching position instructing architectural students from UBC on Hornby Island. Teaching is a great way 

to diversify. 

“Part of my successful ability to make my living at carpentry was that I had already lived in the 

community and my credibility got me jobs. I have never had to advertise in 28 years.” 

 The bottom line for Kathy in her success has been all the wonderful connections with people on island. 

“Relationships are priceless.” She especially found the women on island to be remarkable to work with 

because she sensed they sometimes lived vicariously through her. She has felt supported in this way. 

 She emphasized the importance of remembering that word of mouth works two ways. Her tips were to: 

 Keep your prices reasonable. 



 Do good work, leave a cushion of time at the end of the day to make up for breaks taken 

throughout the shift. This makes people feel good about what they are paying you. 

A pro for working as a carpenter on Denman Island is that the building trades are pretty secure. “Things 

are rotting as we speak!”  The con is that the physical labour can be taxing if you are not careful with 

your body. She is now in a transition time, finding ways to adapt as she gets older. 

Juan gave a brief background of Abraxas, 1991 – 1997. 

“Various businesses have tried to take hold in the current location, starting back in 1991 when Ron, the 

original book store owner, heard a news story that Denman Island BC had more per capita university 

graduates then any where in Canada. He decided there and then to move here from Toronto and open a 

book store. The truth is, diversified income streams were, as they are now, necessary to cultivate in order 

to make a go on Denman Island. The next owner, Corrine, knew that books alone wouldn’t be enough. 

She incorporated business services into the mix.” 

In 1997, the current version of Abraxas started in earnest. and since then the population has gone up up 

up. However, online competition has also sky-rocketed. Juan and Leslie are up against it daily, and have 

to be very creative in their appeal. They go against a rule of thumb that a book store shouldn’t be 

opened unless there is a population of 10,000 people to support it. So much for letting a business plan 

stop you. Denman’s got 1200 people! 

The pace of business pretty much comes to a standstill when the weather turns wet. Changes happen all 

the time, it is important to learn as one goes, and to adapt. 

Collaboration is been central to Abraxas. Juan and Leslie partner with local potters to attract more 

clients and this has been successful. One of the pros of having the book store here on Denman is the 

soulful community, it is possible to gain a lot of support. He estimates that 40% of the population uses 

Abraxas. 

The main challenge of doing business here is the lack of venue for retail, and the costs are quite high 

compared to Courtenay and Duncan. In the end the numbers have to line up or you won’t survive. Let 

alone thrive. 

All the forum presenters agreed, you can’t please everyone! Find your niche and follow your heart. 

When asked whether expansion was on the horizon for anyone, the feedback was lukewarm. 

Cheryl: The lure of increase money is exciting but would it be worth having to do more paperwork? No. I 

love working alone, at my own pace. 

Juan: No. Recession has hit in the past few years. 

Clarke: Has expanded 4-5 times in the past 16 years. Flexibility is necessary, even within a limited space. 

Kathie’s Salsa: I would need a very costly refrigerated van. 



Kathie, Susan-Marie, Cheryl: Barcodes are so expensive. 

Cheryl: Maybe, my location is better now and people are coming from everywhere. 

Juan: The Americans aren’t coming like they used to. BC Ferries rider-ship is down. 

Anne de Cosson: The weekend market traffic has steadily gone up. 

Cheryl: People are stopping on Denman Island now. We’re not just a speed bump anymore. 

Kathie: Local foods are huge. Grow garlic. 

Cheryl: Needs to have her work in at least a dozen galleries. 

Juan: Some galleries don’t want the artist to sell their own product! 

Cheryl: I find all my galleries online now. 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_________ 

 Some ideas that came out of the forum were: 

 Wage subsidies for businesses 

 Create mentorship, apprenticeship programs 

 Communal renting of the Community Hall 

 A shared wood working shop 

 A “Denman Health Food Store” – prepackaged local foods 

 More public education for locals 


