Windsor and Essex County, particularly the manufacturing sector and those who rely on exports to the US, are facing some serious challenges in the current environment.  There is a tendency to turn to the ‘Government’, Federal or Provincial to provide funding that will solve the problem.  Even owners of firms that have been self-reliant for decades are saying, “Damnit, I’ve been paying taxes all these years and now that I’m hurting the least the government can do is help me out.”  Governments can.  However, they don’t care what you did in the past.  They want to know what you can do in the future.  They will look to invest, not provide subsidies.  Therefore, if you are looking for government assistance then you will have to sell your idea to them just like any other investor.  The following are some guidelines in approaching the government for funds.
1. Define your problem.  It’s best to be able to define your problem narrowly and explain it in relation to the broader situation.  If you are not sure what your problem is be prepared to say so. Also, be prepared to accept that your problem may not be what you think it is.

2. Have a plan.  Business plans are important, marketing plans are more important, and strategic plans are most important.  If you don’t have a plan then you can get help to get one.
3. Contact the government agency that’s closest to your needs.  If you need product development assistance contact the National Research Council’s IRAP program. If you need assistance with business contact the Ontario Ministry of Small Business and Entrepreneurship or the Business Development Bank (BDC).  Human Resources and Development Canada (HRDC) can help with employee hiring. 
4. Trust the government people.  Don’t be afraid to be candid with the government people.  They are required to treat your information in complete confidence on penalty of losing their jobs if the don’t (Canada Revenue Agency advisors/auditors can be charged and sent to jail if they violate client confidence).
5. Put your cards on the table.  Government employees are generally highly educated and skilled, many with extensive industry experience, and can often help address your problems if they know the whole story.

6. Apply for multiple programs.  IRAP, for instance, expects that its clients will apply for the Scientific Research & Experimental Development (SR&ED) tax credit.  However, let all government agencies know where you are applying. They can work together to maximize your support.

7. Accept that there will be paperwork.  Governments and their departments have been criticized for giving money without proper documentation.  The bureaucracies need to justify their decisions.  The better that you can make them look the more likely you are to succeed.
There are also several don’ts.

1. Don’t try and hide uncomfortable information.  Most civil servants will recognize when somebody is not telling them the whole story.  The requests for more information, detailed business plans, and technical evaluations will follow.  If they don’t trust you then they will use the system to provide roadblocks not circumvent them.

2. Don’t complain about the government.  People in government know more about what’s wrong with government than you do because they deal with it on a daily basis.  However, nobody wants to deal with somebody who is negative.
3. Don’t complain about the business environment.  One government employee told me that she is fed up with hearing complaints about off-shore competition.  Government people know companies that are doing well in spite of the competition.  Whinging is to be avoided.

4. Don’t bug your MP or MPP.  If you are not making progress it’s probably because you are doing something wrong and trying to apply political pressure will only make it worse.  The government person will go into CYA mode and make sure that you have to dot every i and cross every t.    

5. Don’t mention other firms that received money.  First, you may not have the facts straight and the government people can’t respond with the true information.  Second, circumstances may have changed since other firms received their money.

6. Don’t approach the government just for money.  Everybody wants to be associated with a winner and the government’s agents will try and help you if you let them.  
7. Don’t be afraid to get professional help.  I have to admit that this is a somewhat self-serving statement but I have seen many firms get completely bogged down in paperwork.   If it looks too difficult ask for help.
The key thing to remember is that your core business is providing that product or service that you do best.  If there’s a good fit with an already solid business plan then government assistance can help bridge some gaps.  

