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One need only turn on nightly news 
to see that xenophobia — and the urge to 
close borders to outsiders — seems to be 
on the rise in today’s world. Thankfully, 
Canada is standing out as a noticeable 
exception to that trend.

In fact, our country has put in place 
programs and incentives designed to 
attract entrepreneurs to our shores. 
Case in point is Canada’s Start-up Visa 
program, offered in Nova Scotia through 
companies like Innovacorp. In place 
since 2014, this program is designed to 
entice entrepreneurs with the skills and 
vision to build innovative businesses and 
create jobs for Canadians.

“Most of our applications come from 
the ICT, life sciences, clean technology 
and ocean technology sectors,” explains 
Innovacorp CEO Stephen Duff. “We 
tend to see the majority of applications 
coming from the ICT sector — probably 
because it typically has the lowest barrier 

to entry in terms of start-up capital 
requirements of any sector we work with. 
Software companies in particular are also 
much easier to relocate than companies 
with significant physical assets or infra-
structure.”

Duff says potentially successful 
applicants for Innovacorp need to have 
“a unique technology product and/or 
service that cannot be easily duplicated. 
In addition, the business must be past 
the idea stage and have a working 
prototype.”

These are just some of the criteria 
required — this is not an easy club to join. 
Since 2014, Innovacorp has seen many 
applicants, but few who have crossed the 
finish line. 

“We have had more than 500 appli-
cants and have accepted six companies 
into the program to date: MouseStats 
(ICT, Iran), Skyline (ICT, China), Shout! 
(ICT, Portugal), Agada Biosciences  
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An open door policy
Canada’s Start-up Visa program attracting entrepreneurs from around the world  By Jon Hiltz

The local and federal 
government, as well 
as local agencies like 
Innovacorp, are offering 
many supporting 
programs to start-ups 
to help them bootstrap 
through the early 
stages, which we found 
greatly helpful and 
user-friendly.”
— Dr. Hai Hu,  
 Co-Founder,  
 Orgrimmar  
 Technologies Inc.
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(life sciences, U.S.), Apptonomy (ICT, 
Costa Rica), Inboundli (ICT, Germany).”

One of these companies, MouseS-
tats, agreed to talk about its experiences 
with the program, and tell Business Voice 
why it is such a needed commodity in 
today’s business world.

“MouseStats is a visitor experience 
analytics suite for websites. Website 
owners are utilizing our services to get 
insights on how visitors are interacting 
with their webpages,” explains CEO 
Kousha Nakhaei.

Kousha and his brother Ehsan, 
brought their expertise from Iran, and 
they are convinced this was the right 
decision for them and the company. 

“Running an information technol-
ogy start-up needs some strong IT- 
related infrastructures. Our service main 
target audiences were premier websites 
and other world-class start-ups, as well  
as local businesses.”

Further to that point, Kousha has 
some very positive words for both the 
start-up program and for Canada. 

“A few countries had start-up visas 
and Canada was the best choice. This 
includes great Internet infrastructure, 
supported in a high priority in almost 
all services, good investment opportu-
nities, and the most important thing: a 
clear and fair residency path. Canada has 
not forgotten the point that humans are 
behind start-ups, and a job is just a part of 
life. No one is truly interested in invest-
ing time, money and paying taxes in a 
country which you are not accepted as a 
real resident.”

Originally, the two brothers had not 
even considered Canada as a choice, but 
that quickly changed. 

“Our initial goal was to register 
an overseas corporation, and immigra-
tion was not in mind. I was searching 
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We tend to see the 
majority of applica-
tions coming from the 
ICT sector — probably 
because it typically  
has the lowest barrier 
to entry in terms of 
start-up capital 
requirements of any 
sector we work with.”
— Stephen Duff,  
 CEO, Innovacorp
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and comparing overseas options, and I 
randomly got to know some countries 
that were starting start-up visa programs. 
I searched more and reached the CIC 
website and read about Canada’s Start-up 
Visa. The description was more than 
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appealing, addressing all our business 
requirements, and we made it our top 
priority.”

The fact that Kousha and his brother 
were able to qualify is a testament to 
not only their keen instinct on where 
to do business, but also indicates that 
Innovacorp knows how to vet the proper 
companies. The process is quite an uphill 
climb and rightfully so.

 “The whole procedure took over a 
year and half. We had been interviewed 
by Innovacorp for more than six months 
and I think getting hired at Google 
requires less interviews. This time is rea-
sonable [however] if one considers how 
complicated it is evaluating a start-up.”

Moving forward, MouseStats clearly 
has taken advantage of the opportunities 
available to them in the great white north. 

“We are permanent residents now, 
living in Halifax. The company has 
grown in the past year and a-half, and 
several famous international enterprises 
are among our customers. More than 95 
per cent of our earnings are made outside 
Canada, mostly from U.S. We are paying 
taxes and taking advantages of available 
infrastructures here.”

Another company that has taken 
advantage of Start-up visa incentives 
is Orgrimmar Technologies Inc. Also 
known as Skyline, they are a Halifax- 
based tech start-up in the enterprise 
software solution space. 

“We help mid-sized, high-growth 
companies convert their data into 

insights and action by rapidly building 
custom workflow apps and dashboards 
that connect data, systems and people,” 
said Dr. Hai Hu, one of two company 
founders. Dr. Hu and his colleague,  
Dr. Changhai Jiang are now permanent 
residents from China and have eight 
employees in Halifax and Beijing.

Hu is clearly aware of the services 
available to him by bringing his company 
to Nova Scotia as opposed to elsewhere. 

“Having experienced both Beijing 
and Silicon Valley, Halifax draws our 
attention for its many great benefits for a 
tech start-up. First, we have a big pool of 
young grads in engineering and technol-
ogy, with a notably lower salary base as 
well as renting costs, which helps the com-
pany to run lean and grow fast,” he says.

“Second, the local and federal 
government, as well as local agencies like 
Innovacorp are offering many supporting 
programs to start-ups to help them boot-
strap through the early stages, which we 
found greatly helpful and user-friendly. 
Last but not least, Halifax is a great 
location culturally and geographically as 
a gateway to the North American market. 
Ontario and the East Coast U.S. is close 
enough to build business ties.”

Hu also recognized the process and 
the help that Innovacorp provided to 
make their connection a viable one. 

“It’s a very efficient and well organized 
process. We have all the help we need from 
Innovacorp throughout the entire process 
before and after landing in Halifax.”

In the end, four members of the 
Orgrimmar team received their perma-
nent residency through the Start-up Visa 
program and things with the company 
are moving forward. 

“It’s been great working from Halifax, 
we are still looking for a pilot customer 
here, but I am confident that with the 
value provided in our product and services, 
it should happen in the near future.”

As Orgrimmar expands, it will not 
only be good for them, but for Halifax as 
well, as they will continue making the 
great city their base of operations. 

“We will grow our business locally 
from Halifax, and eventually extend to 
other parts of Canada and the US market.”

Most people who live in our expan-
sive, opportunity-filled country will tell 
you firsthand that Canada is among the 
top places in the world to live. But hear-
ing that from people who have come from 
many other countries around the globe, 
with their extensive research on the best 
places to do business, is a testament to 
the quality and efficiency of Canada’s 
appeal as a business destination.

As the Start-up Visa program contin-
ues to invite the best and brightest minds 
to join the Canadian experience and 
bring their talents to our soil, it’s clear 
that programs like these should make 
every Canadian feel proud.

To those who have been successful 
in bringing their companies to Canada 
through this program, Canadians say: 
“welcome home.”

Canada has not 
forgotten the point 
that humans are 
behind start-ups,  
and a job is just a part 
of life. No one is truly 
interested in investing 
time, money and 
paying taxes in a 
country which you  
are not accepted as  
a real resident.”
— Kousha Nakhaei,  
 CEO, MouseStats
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