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In i t i a l l y ,  I  wasn ’ t  keen  on 
calling this the COVID-19 issue. 

I was afraid people are sick and 
tired of hearing, and reading, about 
the pandemic. But the virus, and 
the pivots we’ve had to make as 
a result , is what defines us now. 
We’ve had to accept and embrace 
the new normal if we’re to succeed 
personally and professionally.The 
articles in this issue reflect that.

Sure, there have been business 
closures, job losses and mental 
health issues and there are likely 
more to come. But , there’s also 
been resilience, innovation and 
good ,  o ld fashioned can-do 
attitude. That ’s why what you’ll 
read in the upcoming pages will 
not only inform you about the new 
reality in the Okanagan, but inspire 
you with stories about how people 
and businesses are doing things 

differently to ensure survival and 
happiness.

For example, on page 4, you can 
read about how the economy is 
generally bouncing back from 
COVID’s blow. The real estate 
market (page 8) is defying all odds 
and booming as people who have 
retained their jobs and investments 
continue to renovate their existing 
home or buy a new one to better 
suit their family or retirement . 
COVID prompted us to take better 
care of our pets (page 19), improve 
customer service (page 24) and 
some entrepreneurs even opened 
new businesses in the midst of the 
pandemic (page 26).

This issue also marks Level Up’s 
exciting metamorphosis from a 
quarterly publication to monthly 
magaz ine .Our  goal  is  ar t fu l 
storytelling to be the best business 
magazine for the Central Okanagan.

The beauty of Level Up being part 
of NowMedia Group is the stories 
printed on these pages are also 
posted to KelownaNow.com and 

promoted on Facebook in a multi-
platform approach that is the future. 
We believe print is certainly not 
dead, but an essential part of the 
multi-platform world.
As always, content is king and 
NowMedia Group delivers that 
content in so many ways for today’s 
consumer.

This issue also marks my debut as 
editor of Level Up. While I’m new 
to NowMedia Group, I’m a veteran 
of the Kelowna news scene having 
worked the past 26 years as a 
business and general assignment 
repor ter at the Kelowna Daily 
Courier.

I look forward to bringing that 
experience and new enthusiasm to 
NowMedia Group and Level Up.

Welcome 
Letter

Now a monthly magazine

Steve MacNaull
Editor and journalist with 
NowMedia Group
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devastating, 
encouraging

Depending on which way you 
look at it , the latest, COVID-tinged 
economic data for the Central 
Okanagan is either depressing or 
optimistic.

“ The economic indicators for 
the second quarter (April , May 
and June) vary widely by sector, 
industry and outlook,” said Krista 
Mallory, a manager with the Central 
Okanagan Economic Development 
Commission.

“Some sectors were hit early and 
hard and are now coming back 
strong, while others are struggling 
and will be for some time to come.”

For instance, restaurants, personal 
care and retail were essentially shut 
down during the worst of COVID, 
but are now rebounding.

However, job postings, airpor t 
passenger numbers and new home 
prices have plunged and will take 
months, if not years, to fully recover.

Building didn’t slow in the Central 
Okanagan during the darkest 
days of COVID, so construction 
started on 1,005 new homes from 
January through June, a 27 per cent 
increase from the 794 starts in the 
same period in 2019.

The commission’s indicators also 
show:

1.  The number employed dropped 
to 98,233 in the first half of the 
year from 104,233 at the same 
time last year 

2. The 2020 unemployment rate is 
7.4 per cent, compared to 3.7 per 
cent last year 

3. Building permit values in the 
first half of this year plummeted 
35 per cent to $415 million from 
$640 million over the same time 
last year 

4. The passenger count at 
Kelowna International Airport 
was 481,155 in the first half of 

2020, a 53 per cent nosedive 
from one million passengers in 
the first half of 2019 

5. The average rent for a two-
bedroom apartment rose nine 
per cent to $1,363. 

6. Year over year in June, the 
median price of a new, single-
family home dropped 16 per 
cent to $840,000, while the 
median price of a resale single-
family home was up 6.2 per cent 
to $685,000 

7.  Not surprisingly, job postings in 
April, May and June were off 45 
per cent compared to the same 
three months of 2019.

Written by:  Steve MacNaull

COVID CREATED A MIX BAG 
OF IMPACTS IN KELOWNA 
IN APRIL, MAY AND JUNE

Economic indicators are 

Krista Mallory, manager with the Central Okanagan Economic Development Commission

CENTRAL OKANAGAN  
ECONOMIC INDICATORS

Q2 2020

"The largest increase in 
population (2018-2019) for the 
region was in the unincorporated 
areas (2.1%), Lake Country (2.0%), 
and Kelowna (2.0%)."
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Population 213,195
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Population 217,214

1.9%

"The Central Okanagan saw a 
2.0% decrease in the labour force 
and an average unemployment 
rate of 7.4% for Jan-Jun 2020." 9
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*  Numbers for Kelowna Census Metropolitan Area (Central Okanagan) 
* Population Estimates for 2018/2019 adjusted as per BC Stats 
population estimates release obtained Feb 2020.
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“YLW passenger numbers were 
down 53.1% for the first half of 
2020, with April seeing an 
unprecedented 96.3% decline 
while in the midst of the 
COVID-19 pandemic.�
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9.0%
“3 Bed+ properties saw the 
highest average rent increase 
from last year (11.9%), followed 
by 1 Bed (9.2%), 2 Bed (9.0%) 
and Bachelor (8.8%). ”

Row/ 9

"Housing starts in the region 
saw a 26.6% increase in the 
first half of 2020 compared to 
2019, with 81% of starts in the 
multi-family category."
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Multi-Family

187

818

Total Starts 1,005

26.6%

Total Values

20 $ 414,980,144 

2019 $ 640,392,387

8 $ 519,691,048

"While overall Central Okanagan 
permit values were down in Jan-
Jun 2020, Westbank First Nation 
(1,217%), West Kelowna (105%) 
and Lake Country (19%) all saw 
increases during this time period."

* Numbers from all local governments included in the RDCO 
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*Business license totals adjusted to reflect change in WK methodology in 2019
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“There were 13,882 business 
licenses issued in the Central 
Okanagan in 2019, a 5.5% 
increase from 2018 numbers.�
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British Columbia's Fastest Growing 
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The Kelowna area fared better than most jurisdictions across Canada and around the world during the worst of COVID.
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touts COVID economic recovery
Kelowna chamber

Everything from affordable housing and 
cannabis to building bridges and taking a 
vacation figures into a Kelowna Chamber 
of Commerce-endorsed plan for COVID 
economic recovery.

“We want to see the economy stimulated 
in the very near term to get more money in 
worker’s pockets and cycle every dime we 
can in the local and provincial economy,” 
said Kelowna chamber president Jeffrey 
Robinson, a lawyer with Rush Ihas.

Recommendat ions  on  a f fo rdab le 
housing and fast-tracking transportation 
infrastructure projects from the Kelowna 
chamber made it into the 54-point plan 
the B.C. chamber has submitted to the 
provincial government.

“We want government to stop piling layer 
after layer of fees on development to 
make housing more affordable and for the 
government to do a regional transportation 
study to improve the Okanagan corridor,” 
said Robinson.

“It ’s not too early to start planning for a 
second crossing (another bridge over 
Okanagan Lake) either.”

Promoting growth areas of the economy, 
such as cannabis and tourism, is also 
part of the plan recommendations, as are 
lower property taxes, investing in resource 
projects, aerospace and skills training.

Written by: Steve MacNaull

Kelowna Chamber of 
Commerce president 
Jeffrey Robinson 
helped develop two 
recommendations that 
have been included in 
the B.C. Chamber of 
Commerce’s Plan for 
Economic Recovery 
after the COVID crisis.

250 862 8010
sales@NowMediaGroup.ca
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COVID forced people to take a close 
look at where they live and move if 
it wasn’t up to snuff.

Love where you live

There’s a lot of laughter when you 
speak to Kim Heizmann these days.

The Vernon realtor and president of 
the Okanagan Mainline Real Estate 
Board is run off her feet and she’s 
loving it.

“It ’s busy and that ’s absolutely a 
good problem to have,” she said 
with a chuckle.

“I’m 100% relieved and surprised the 
real estate market is so hot after the 
six-week COVID lockdown.   
We all feared a big slowdown, but 
that didn’t happen at all.”

In fact, sales and prices have surged 
in Kelowna in a counterintuitive 

cycle considering the economic 
and social upheaval of the novel 
coronavirus.

The BC Real Estate Association has 
dubbed it ‘The Unusual World of 
Pandemic Economics.’

“That six-weeks of lockdown gave 
people ample time to evaluate 
where they live and how they want 
to live,” said Heinzmann.

“A lot of people decided they didn’t 
like quarantining in a small space 
and wanted bigger. Others want 
more space if they ’re going to 
continue working from home. And 
still others have decided they’re 
going to move from Vancouver and 
Calgary to the Okanagan. I’m also 
seeing people looking for a multi-
generational home with a suite for 
grandpa and grandma so they can 
look after the grandkids while mom 
and dad work.”

All in all , COVID was the push 
many needed to make an important 
decision about where they live and 
where they want to live.

“In many ways, it ’s the perfect 
storm,” said Heizmann.

“Mortgage interest rates are still 
rock bottom, most people still have 
jobs or retirement savings and 
they’ve made the choice to move 
and upgrade.”

Okanagan Mainline Real Estate 
Board statist ics f rom August 

show 658 homes of all types 
(single-family, townhouse and 
condominium) were sold in the 
Central Okanagan on the Multiple 
Listing Service.

That’s an incredible 47% jump from 
the 448 homes sold in the same 
month last year.

With sales so brisk there’s an 
inventory shortage.

There’s just not enough homes 
for sale to satisfy the appetite of 
buyers.
That means it ’s a bit of a sellers 
market where potential buyers 
have to act fast , there are lots of 
showings, sometimes multiple 
offers and possibly the home selling 
for more than list price.

For instance, the average selling 
price of a single-family home in the 
Central Okanagan in August was 
a record $816,767, up 13% from 
$720,665 in August 2019.

Over the same period, the average 
selling price of a townhouse spiked 
16% to $582,185, and condo prices 
rose 4.5% to an average $370,620.
“This is all positive,” said Heizmann.
“ H o w e v e r ,  t h e  n e x t  t h i n g 
we’re watching is  when al l 
the government bailouts and 
assistance end, what will be the 
true impact on the economy and 
home sales.”

Written by:  Steve MacNaull

Okanagan Mainline Real Estate Board 
president Kim Heizmann is pleasantly 
surprised the housing market is so hot 
after the COVID lockdown.

This graphic shows how home sales and prices are up throughout the Central and North Okanagan, Shuswap and Revelstoke.
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Kelowna saw 

visitation numbers 
in June and July

record-
breaking

On one end, businesses were asking 
Tourism Kelowna to amp up their 
marketing to people outside the region, 
while residents were “understandably 
nervous” of inviting people back too soon.

According to Ballantyne, research showed 
that residents were mostly nervous about 
travel from outside the province, but not 
within BC.

That changed after the Canada Day long 
weekend, but not for long.

“We saw an immediate drop in inquiries 
for future hotel bookings and we saw an 
immediate drop in spending,” she said.

“It absolutely scared people and we all 
got nervous, we all did I think when those 
clusters started being announced, but 
it didn’t last because within a couple of 
weeks the inquiries started showing up 
again.”

Those inquiries came back because the 
spike in cases started to subside and the 
city seemed to pass the next big test, the 
August long weekend.

“The good thing that started happening 
after July, and we were all thrilled as a 
community, is that we didn’t see a spike 
after BC Day,” Ballantyne said.

When the COVID-19 pandemic hit, it was 
a grim few weeks for the tourism industry.

In  Kelowna ,  the impac t  was fe l t 
immediately in March and it carried over 
into April, a month where the city saw a 
record-breaking low of 53,310 overnight 
visitors and a hotel occupancy rate of just 
11.7%.

There were slight improvements in May, 
as the province announced its restart plan 
early in the month, but no one could have 
seen what was to come in June or July.

As British Columbia entered phase three 
of its restart plan, Kelowna welcomed 
back visitors; and they came in a major 
way.

Kelowna had a record-breaking high for 
overnight visitors for both months, as there 
were 226,280 in June and 296,230 in July.

That ’s a 25.3% and 35% increase 
respectively over the same months in 2019.

“It happened quickly,” Tourism Kelowna 
CEO Lisanne Ballantyne told KelownaNow. 
“No one was expecting it.”

While Kelowna is a tourism-driven city, 
these are still numbers that might rub a 
lot of residents the wrong way during a 
pandemic, especially after an outbreak of 
COVID-19 cases in the region in July.

That was Tourism Kelowna’s biggest 
challenge, Ballantyne explained, as they 
had to find an appropriate balance.

Written by: 
Josh Duncan, 
News Director at KelownaNow While the industry certainly bounced back 

over the last three months, led by those 
overnight visitation numbers, it ’s been a 
slower recovery for other sectors like the 
hotel industry.

Hotel occupancy was up to 36.5% in June 
and skyrocketed to over 70% in July, but 
those July numbers were still around 13% 
lower than what the city saw in July 2019.

What Tourism Kelowna has found is 
that people are making shorter trips to 
Kelowna and often not spending as much, 
which includes choosing to stay with 
friends and family.

While that provides another challenge 
for businesses trying to recover from a 
catastrophic spring, the number of people 
coming to visit Kelowna certainly provides 
optimism

Moving forward, it ’ll be much of the same 
for Tourism Kelowna, as the marketing will 
continue to target people within BC and 
not beyond the borders.

“Destination BC is currently not doing any 
marketing outside of BC and we follow 
their lead, unless Dr. Bonnie Henry tells 
us we can do (otherwise),” Ballantyne told 
KelownaNow.

After Labour Day, Tourism Kelowna’s 
message to visi tors changed from 
informing them the Okanagan is ready 
to welcome back visitors to encouraging 
people to stay a little longer.

The focus has remained on health and 
safety, as it has since June, attempting 
to show travelers that Kelowna is easily 
accessible and a safe place to spend time.

Photo Credit NowMedia

Photo Credit NowMedia

Photo Credit Tourism Kelowna
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Cannabis has gone bust as an investment, 
but cultivation and retail is exploding

Flowr Cannabis CEO Vinay Tolia is ecstatic with company sales, but disappointed with the company’s stock price.

The first three stock price charts, Tilray, upper left, Canopy Growth, top right, and Aurora, bottom left, show how cannabis shares 
peaked pre-legalization and plummeted post-legalization. The stock of Scotts Miracle Gro, lower right, which sells hydroponic supplies, 
soils and fertilizers to cannabis companies, has been mostly on the rise for the past year. Jaager likens it to the guy who sells picks and 
shovels to miners after a gold discovery.

smoke

You’re most definitely better off 
smoking Okanagan-cultivated 
marijuana right now than investing 
in it.

“ There are a lot of encouraging 
signs in the cannabis industry,” said 
Vinay Tolia, CEO of Flowr Corp., the 
company that has a huge indoor 
grow facility in Kelowna.

“Our sales are soaring as retail 
stores continue rolling out . But 
there is certainly a big hangover 
from the capital markets. Cannabis 
stocks have been clobbered. I try 
not to look at our stock right now 
because it ’s depressing.”

We looked and saw Flowr stock 
peaked at  around $8 when 
cannabis investments were hyped 
prior to legalization in October 2018.

Currently, the stock is changing 
hands at a piddling 50 cents.

“Every cannabis company’s stock 
char t looks the same and it ’s 
ugly,” said Jerry Jaager of Trade 
Winz, a firm that leads investment 
education, including a course at 
Okanagan College that focused on 
trading in cannabis in September 
2018.

“Stocks went way up during 
the speculation stage and then 
plummeted as soon as cannabis 
was legalized in October 2018. In 
fact , since legalization, investors 
have done nothing but lose money 
on cannabis stocks.”

Of course, this is hindsight , but 
i f  investors bought cannabis 
company shares early, enjoyed the 
exhilarating ride of stock ascension 
and sold the day before legalization 
they would be rich right now and 
laughing all the way to the bank.

While many investors may still be 
smarting from their losses, some of 
the same cannabis companies that 
may have proved bad investments 
are now in production and doing 
well selling to the preponderance 
of private and government stores 
that retail legal pot.

“We’re fully operational at our 
85,000-square-foot grow facility in 
Kelowna with a capacity of 10,000 
kilograms a year,” said Tolia.

“We’re focusing on producing 
premium flower, particularly our 
flagship strain of BC Pink Kush, 
for sale to retail stores in 3.5 gram 
jars and pre-rolled joints. When 
investors see how strong our 
operations are, the stock will go up 
in the longer term.”

Jaager agrees.

“ The cannabis industry i tsel f 
is amazing,” said Jaager, who 
ironically is not a cannabis user. 

“Production has ramped up and 
recreational and medical users 
are being supplied with legal 
cannabis. There are and there will 
be opportunities for investors yet 
again. But it ’s more likely to be 
like a boring bank stock that pays 
dividends, the kind of stock widows 
and orphans invest in.”

J aa g e r  has  a l r e a d y  f o u n d 
opportunity.

He bought some Canopy Growth 
stock during COVID for $14 and 
later sold it for $26, a tidy profit.

Canopy stock is currently around 
$22 and had been as high, forgive 
the pun, as $70 pre-legalization in 
2018.

One of the most dramatic cannabis 
stocks has to be Nanaimo-based 
Ti lray,  which star ted at $10, 
skyrocketed to more than $300 in 
mid-2018, and is now back around 
$10.

Meantime, the Okanagan has more 
than 30 cannabis stores and has 
overall become a cannabis hotspot.

Besides Flowr, the Valley is also 
home to pot growers Doja, THC 
BioMed and SpeakEasy; cannabis 
oil extraction companies Everest 
BioPharma , MediPharm Labs 
and Valens GroWorks; equipment 
manufacturer Vitalis Ex traction 
Technology; and True Leaf, which 
uses the CBD (non-high) portion 
of the cannabis plant to make 
supplements, treats and oils for 
dogs and cats to boost immunity, 
ease hip and joint pain and reduce 
anxiety.

Written by: Steve MacNaull

Up 
in 
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The Road To Building Andre’s 
Electronic Experts

CSEKING IN

In 1944, after the liberation of Paris, 
France, Andre Blanleil’s grandfather, 
a horticulturist-turned-foreman, 
immigrated to Kelowna, BC, Canada 
where the family would make its 
first legendary contribution to our 
community, planting the Old Vines 
Foch at Quails’ Gate. 

Nearly eighty years later, those 
roo ts  aren ’ t  the only  th ing 
withstanding the test of time. Andre 
Blanleil’s father, who worked at 
ACME Radio and TV, eventually 
started his own TV shop in 1976, 
which would eventually become 
his son’s operation. Maybe you’ve 
heard of it , it ’s called Andre’s 
Electronic Experts.

Andre Blanleil joined his father 
in 1980 to open their first retail 
location at Springfield Centre. 
This move planted the seeds of 
something that would grow into 
something great. 

“In the beginning, I did the retail, 
Dad did the repair on the TV’s, and 
that ’s how we started as a family 
business,” said Andre. “My personal 
goal was to do one of three things 
every year: build a store, build 
a building, or build a house. That 
personal goal motivated me to 

build five houses in twenty years, 
and create a business plan for 
Springfield Road.” 

Today, as the roots of this family 
tree continue to grow, Andre is 
including his sons and setting 
Andre’s Electronic Experts up to 
become a third-generation family 
business.

Th i s  f asc ina t ing  and  we l l -
documented story was recently 
told in detail during an episode 
of Cseking In, a web-series on 
KelownaNow that shares the 
stories of how local leaders got to 
where they are today.

In an emotional and inspiring 
discussion with host Nikki Csek , 
Andre Blanleil tells the story of how 
he and his family branched out to 
build 34 Andre’s Electronic Experts 
locations (17 full line electronic 
stores, one exclusive car audio 
store, and 16 Telus stores). They 
also had the foresight to become 
the first Telus dealer in the Interior 
of British Columbia. 

One secret ingredient in the 
success behind Andre’s Electronic 
Experts’ has been their real estate 
holdings. All along, Andre’s “long 

range plan has combined real 
estate and electronic plays.” When 
the Blanleil family opens a new 
location for Andre’s Electronic 
Experts, they control the digging, 
the pipes: the entire infrastructure. 

Written by: Jorden Puzzella

‘Cseking In’ is an

on KelownaNow 
INTERVIEW SERIES

that tells the story of how 
local leaders got to where 

they are today.

Why do all this? According to Andre, 
if you want to be an entrepreneur, 
go all in. 

“ There’s nothing wrong with 
wanting a work/life balance, but if 
someone really wants to turn the 
phone off at 5:00 pm, they might not 
want to become an entrepreneur,” 
concluded Andre. “Unfortunately, 
building a business really does 
take time and hard work. There’s no 
quick fix.”

To watch how Andre and his family 
started from nothing to create a 
historic business model that has 
made Kelowna a better place and 
led him into the role of the past City 
of Kelowna Councillor and won him 
Kelowna Chamber of Commerce, 
Business Leader of the year, go 
online to KelownaNow and watch 
Cseking In with Andre Blanleil.

If you would like to tell your 
story in the next ’Cseking In’ 

video, please reach out to

admin@nowmediagroup.ca
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“the 
rock 
star of 
mining”

CEO of b2gold
Clive Johnson

multi-billion 
dollar 

company

Golden Advice from 
Clive Johnson
Written by:  Iain Burns

He’s the “rock star of mining,” 
according to the Canadian Market 
Watch podcast’s co-host Jim Csek. 

But Clive Johnson, CEO of B2Gold, 
prefers he and his team to be 
known as the “stars of the rocks.” 

The gold guru sat down for an 
hour-long chat with Csek, a gold 
investor who also owns a media 
company based in the Okanagan, 
and fellow host George Sanders, 
a former stockbroker who now 
runs a precious metals exploration 
company. 

Johnson discussed working in far-
flung countries, saving the black 
rhino, the once “wild” Vancouver 
S tock  E xchange ,  co rpora te 
culture and plenty more during a 
fascinating conversation earlier this 
month. 

Though now the driving force 
behind a mult i-bi l l ion dol lar 
company, Johnson admitted to 
Canadian Market Watch that he 
had little idea what he wanted to do 
as a young man. 

H is  parents ,  work ing  c lass 
immigrants from Liverpool, had 
come from “humble means.” 

That meant he had to learn early in 
life about being independent and 
self-sufficient. 

Johnson said he fell into mining 
completely by accident. 

As a young man, he spent a year 
travelling around Australia, mostly 
alone, and while there had “all sorts 
of adventures.” 

Johnson soon began studying for 
an arts degree in Victoria in the late 
‘70s, working in mining to help pay 
for it. 

After a couple of years, he was 
presented with a di lemma – 
devote himself to the nascent 
Bema Industries, an exploration 
contracting firm, or head back to 
the University of Victoria to finish 
his degree.

He decided to stay with Bema and 
finish his degree “later on.” 

“I’m still waiting to go back and 
finish my arts degree,” he said. “And 
maybe I will.”

Bema grew fast – and Johnson rose 
fast, too.

As it grew, he turned the company 
from being just an exploration 
operation into a producer of gold 
as well.

That was an unusual move, Johnson 
said, and required the company to 
change significantly. 

He did it by ensuring the company 
kept its “entrepreneurial energy” 
while also bringing in more hard-
headed people to build and 
manage mines.

Johnson explained that overseeing 
that transition meant building trust.

The explorat ion s ide o f  the 
company needed to feel it was still 
important, and needed to be able 
to act independently. 

It ’s an approach that also saw him 
succeed in various “countries of 
political risk” – including Russia, 
Nicaragua and Chile. 

He realized that the best gold 
deposi ts in the world aren’ t 
necessarily where a gold miner 
might  hope they ’d  be –  in 
somewhere like Nevada or Ontario.

“So we from 40 years ago tried to 
be driven more by geology than 
geography,” he said. 

A notable success for his firm was 
in Chile in the late 1980s. 

The key, Johnson explained, was to 
deliver on the promises you make. 

He described a meeting with 
Nicaragua’s president that was 
scheduled to last 40 minutes – but 
went on for two hours.
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Johnson explained: “We sat down 
and we told him, ‘Here’s what we 
want to build, here are the jobs 
we’ll create, here are the taxes 
we’ll pay.’” 

The president then told him that, 
if he could pull it off, he’d have his 
full support.

Af ter the meeting ,  Johnson 
emphasized to his team how 
crucial it was to deliver. 

The company went on to become 
Nicaragua’s biggest taxpayer, 
Johnson said, and the president 
“never forgot that.” 

Johnson explained that often, 
when companies have trouble in 
countries with bad reputations, 
the problems are actually caused 
by the company’s failure to deliver.

That extends into relations of all 
kinds, Johnson added.
But the reality of gold exploration, 
he said, is that it ’s very difficult.

“I’ve sometimes joked that the 
Vancouver Stock Exchange and 
gold exploration are a bit like the 
odds in Vegas – except at least in 
Vegas the drinks are free,” he said.

In the past , brokers often didn’t 
explain the risks involved in the 
sector, Johnson said.

He explained that it ’s important 
not to play with cash you can’t 
afford to lose, and important to 
ask before investing: “What’s this 
company done before? Do its 
people have skin in the game?”

Johnson said he hopes, though, 
that the industry will be more 
“disciplined” in the future.

For his current company, B2Gold 
(Bema Gold was sold in 2007 for 
$3.5 billion), there are no such 
worries.

He told Jim and George about 
how he chose to take “contrarian 
moves” in the market over the last 
decade by building more gold 
mines.

Building was frowned upon, 
J o h n s o n  s a i d ,  a n d  m o s t 
companies “didn’t have the balls” 
to do what B2Gold did.

As a consequence, the firm is now 
doing very well.

But he’s sticking to his old 
philosophy of doing things the 
right way, even if that takes time. 

It ’s important to remember that 
we have “no idea” what’s going to 
happen to the price of gold over 
the next ten years, he said.

That means it ’s essential to never 
buy into a scheme that requires 

higher gold prices in the future to 
justify its up-front costs.

“The gold price and exploration 
success, you don’t control,” he 
said.

“That sounds really simple and 
every time I’ve said it in the past 
I’ve expected people to go, ‘Well, 
duh! Doesn’t everybody do that?’”

“But the sad reality is that , ten 
years ago, very few were doing 
that.”

Johnson also discussed B2Gold’s 
efforts to help save the black rhino 
in Namibia. 

The company donated 1 ,000 
ounces of gold from its Otjikoto 
mine to produce Namibian 
Rhino Gold Bars, which feature 
an engraving of the endangered 
mammals.

They are sold to investors at a 15% 
premium – and the proceeds go 
to the Save the Rhino Trust.

“I’VE SOMETIMES JOKED THAT THE 
VANCOUVER STOCK EXCHANGE AND 

GOLD EXPLORATION ARE A BIT LIKE THE 
ODDS IN VEGAS – EXCEPT AT LEAST IN 

VEGAS THE DRINKS ARE FREE,”

The Canadian Market Watch 
podcast is available on apple 
podcast, KelownaNow.com, and 
CanadianMarketWatch.com

for people and their pets
A new normal brings a new workload 

“One day we were face to face with 
clients and our animal patients, 
and then the next morning it was 
completely different,” said Dr. Amy 
Johnson, veterinarian of the South 
Mission Animal Hospital.

At the beginning of the pandemic, 
the South Mission Animal Hospital 
and their six clinics within the 
Interior Pet Health Group were 
considered an essential service 
and were able to stay open. 
“But really, our business model had 
to change overnight.”

Dr. Johnson recently shared this 
insight along with some expert 
advice on how to keep your pets 
happy, healthy and safe during 
a web-series on KelownaNow 
known as Valley First, a division of 
First West Credit Union presents 
Business Matters.

During this Pets First edition of 
Business Matters , Dr. Johnson 
enl ightened us wi th precise 
details about how the South 
Mission Animal Hospital was able 
to conduct exams while keeping 
everyone and their pets safe from 
COVID-19. 

She’d also share some helpful tips 
and warnings on how cats and 
dogs may react during the sudden 

change of you being home more 
often and what to look for when 
you return to work.

In the video, which you can watch 
for free on KelownaNow under 
webinars, Dr. Johnson informed 
us that cats, who are creatures of 
habit and don’t usually appreciate 
changes to their routines, may 
suddenly begin inappropriate 
urination. “Maybe they aren’t using 
the litter box correctly - they might 
start spraying on odd areas like 
your pillow. As always, if you’re 
seeing signi f icant behaviour 
changes in your pet, I recommend 
making an appointment with your 
veterinarian.”

Dogs like having their humans 
home, and probably won’t like the 
new separation. “If you see your 
dog acting out with destructive 
behaviour (ex: barking more than 
usual or getting into mischief) treat 
them as a puppy and ease into your 
return to work. If possible, go home 
on your lunch break.” Help your dog 
realize that , yes, you will always 
come home eventually. Or fill up a 
kong with kibble or frozen wet food 
to give your dog a fun puzzle to 
think about. If they’ve got a yummy 
treat to work through for an hour, it 
might not be such a big deal when 
you close the door and go to work. 

With UBCO roots, Dr. Amy Johnson is a vet 
at South Mission Animal Hospital. Born and 
raised in Kelowna, Dr. Amy Johnson spent 
nine years at university in order to become 
a veterinarian - studying first at UBCO, and 
then at the University of Edinburgh. Now a 
veterinarian here in Kelowna at the South 
Mission Animal Hospital, Dr. Amy Johnson 
shares her advice on keeping your pets 
happy, healthy and safe from COVID-19.

BUSINESS MATTERS presents

Written by: Jorden Puzzella

With this information, Dr. Johnson 
has helped a lot of people and 
their pets navigate the pandemic. 
To learn more tips like this, what to 
watch for and what’s telemedicine, 
go online to KelownaNow and 
watch Valley First , a division of 
First West Credit Union presents 
Business Matters with Dr. Amy 
Johnson.
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Typically you meet your client and 
patient in the lobby, bring them 
both into the exam room, do the 
physical exam, chat about any 
problems, and discuss potential 
treatment plans with the owner. 

Now, we’ve implemented curbside 
service. We still do a lot of the same 
exams, but it ’s different , because 
the client doesn’t get to watch. At 
the South Mission Animal Hospital, 
a technician goes outside, gets the 
medical history, brings the animal 
in, and then we do the physical 
exam. After finishing the exam, we 
have to phone the owner to review 
our findings, and make a treatment 
plan over the phone. Asking our 
clients to stay outside the building 
was definitely an adjustment, and 
it was tough to lose the face-to-
face interaction, but we had to keep 
everyone as safe as we could. 

A new normal 
brings a new 
workload

In  sp i t e  o f  book ing  f ewer 
appointments , we for tunately 
didn’ t reduce our staffing. With 
the new sanitation requirements, 
we clean common touch points 
hourly. Keyboards, door handles - 
I didn’t realize how many phones 

we had! Everything takes three 
times longer - so in spite of fewer 
appointments, we actually have a 
heavier workload.

Telemedicine: a 
tough job when 
your patient can’t 
speak 

Some of the specialists that we work 
with have shifted to a telemedicine 
basis. I think it ’s a great tool, but 
it ’s difficult for us to implement 
because our patients can’t talk. I do 
think telemedicine is a wonderful 
service to offer, especially with 
modern technology like videos and 
pictures, but personally, I need to 
touch the animal to distinguish 
normal from abnormal.

Can pets catch or 
transmit Covid-19?

It ’s a grey area, because COVID-19 
is such a new virus. Occasionally 
we get reports of animals testing 
positive, but we don’t actually have 
definitive data. Pets don’t seem 
to be a source of transmission at 
this point , but pet owners should 
be careful, be aware and follow the 
provincial health guidelines. At the 
moment, we don’t offer COVID-19 
testing at the South Mission Animal 
Hospital, or at any of the Interior Pet 
Health Group clinics.

The South Mission 
Animal Hospital

The South Mission Animal Hospital 
is one of the Interior Pet Health 
Group’s six clinics. We opened 
in June 2020, and primarily see 
cats and dogs. Within the Interior 
Pet Health Group, we do have a 
veterinarian at our Fairfield branch 
who is interested (and very good) 
at working with exotic animals like 
birds, reptiles, etc.

On managing 
treatment 
with Covid-19 
precautions

Since the beginning o f  the 
pandemic, we’ve been considered 
an essential service and have been 
able to stay open. But really, our 
business model had to change 
overnight. One day we were face 
to face with clients and patients, 
and then the next morning it was 
completely different. 

At the South Mission Animal 
Hospital ,  we manage a tr iad 
VPC relationship between the 
Veterinarian, Patient and Client . 
With social distancing guidelines, 
we’ve been able to keep the 
Veterinarian-Patient relationship, 
bu t  ou r  ve te r ina r ian- c l i en t 
relationship has definitely been 
affected.

Pivoting in a Pandemic
Q&A with Dr. amy johnson

Written by: Parker Sheil

Is it still safe for 
pets to socialize?

Socialization teaches animals 
how to interact properly, and is so 
important for pets’ mental health. If 
your pets are vaccinated and well 
trained, I think it ’s wonderful to take 
them to the park.

Puppies are a l i t t le  tr ick ier 
because their immune systems 
are still developing. Socialization is 
especially important for puppies, 
but you want to be sure all the dogs 
have been vaccinated first. Bacteria 
organisms can live in the soil, so 
I suggest avoiding high traff ic 
areas. Instead, I would encourage 
you to socialize your puppy with a 
friend’s dog you know to be both 
vaccinated and healthy. 

Protecting 
your pet from 
a positive 
household case of 
coronavirus

If you test positive for COVID-19, 
treat your pet like you would treat 
another person in your household. 
Try to limit contact , wash your 
hands and don’t cough directly on 
the animal. Do your best to follow 
the provincial health guidelines.

With all this free 
time…. is over-
exercise a real 
health risk?

Really, I don’ t think you can 
overwalk a dog. The only time that 
I would worry about over-exercise 
is in the heat. In a heat wave, paw 
pads can actually burn on the hot 
pavement, so you definitely want 
to consider the temperature of the 
concrete outside. It really is so 
personal though…. consider your 
dog’s age, their fitness, the weather. 
With young dogs, you want to make 
sure they’re fully developed before 
extensive exercise.

Known for their high quality, 
compassionate veterinary care, 
The Interior Pet Health Group 
is a group of veterinary clinics 
throughout the Okanagan Valley. 
The South Mission Animal 
Hospital is one of six clinics in the 
Interior Pet Health Group.
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Frank Busch had this fantasy of 
working from home.

In it , there was no having to drive 
to work , no more time-consuming 
business trips and no need to dress 
up.

All have come true.

But the fantasy has lost some of its 
lustre.

“The kids are driving me nuts,” said 
Busch good naturedly.

“And there seems to be no separation 
from work and home anymore. It ’s 
now fair ball to take calls at dinner 
time and be on a Zoom call at 7 pm.”

Tales of 
working 
from home
COVID forced most of us 
to work from home for a 
while and maybe forever.

Written by: Steve MacNaull

Telus account specialist Amber Hall, left , is working from home until the 
spring of 2021, when corporate offices reopen to workers.

Gavin Mader, right, of Propeller IT in West Kelowna needs a break from his 
home-based business, so he’s working from Big Bear Innovation Centre’s 
co-work space one or two days a week.

“It started to slide to sundresses 
in the summer and then leggings 
and a hoodie to be completely 
comfortable. Now I’ve settled on 
business casual to keep my head in 
the game.”

Hall loves her husband, who has 
a home office for his contracting 
business, and their two kids.

But she does like to get away from 
them every once in a while.

“I miss the office, for sure,” she said.
“Telus isn’t having workers back 
into the office until spring 2021 and 
because of COVID policy we aren’t 
meeting face-to-face with clients, 
so it ’s a lot of email and Zoom for 
sure. I’m looking at utilizing co-work 
space one day a week so I can be 
with other people for collaboration 
and support.”

Gavin Mader of Propeller IT in West 
Kelowna had been happily working 
from home pre-COVID.

But when the pandemic forced 
everyone else home he started 
sharing with his girlfriend, who was 
laid off from a retail job, and her 
son, 11, who had to do school work 
from home.

“ We  qu ick l y  be c ame  wor k 
colleagues as well as a family,” he 
said.

“But, eventually, you want to talk to 
people that aren’t your family, which 
is why I like to go out to clients for 
installations and tech support and 
I’m going to co-work space once 
a week . There are eff iciencies 
working at home, but there’s also 
no separation between work and 
home unless you can physically 
and mentally make it happen.”

Like most of us, Busch was forced 
to work from home when COVID hit 
in March.

He’s still working from home with 
no end in sight.

Busch and two business partners 
own and operate Nation Fund, 
a West Kelowna-based financial 
consulting firm that works with 
First Nation communities across 
Canada.

Previously, the job averaged 130 
flights a year and two or three 
nights a week away from home to 
visit First Nation bands.

“We now do those meetings by 
Zoom and it’s much more efficient,” 
said Busch.

Busch and his two business 
partners had plans to build office 
space in West Kelowna before 
COVID came along.

“We wanted that separation from 
work and home so that when we 
left the office and came home you 
were off the clock,” he says.

“That certainly hasn’t been the case 
for the past six months.”

A good alternative for Busch is 
working occasionally from Big Bear 
Innovation Centre in West Kelowna, 
a co-work space.

“I know we’re in a pandemic,” says 
Big Bear Innovation Centre owner 
Keith MacIntyre.

“But people are craving human 
contact. We can physically distance 
10 to 15 people in our co-work 
space and we also have two small 
offices and a large and a small 

boardroom.”

MacIntyre is also the owner of Big 
Bear Software, which has a remote 
workforce that MacIntyre motivates 
with working from home tips and 
flexibility.

“I encourage them to get exercise, 
take breaks and definitely pack up 
your work at the end of the work 
day and separate work from home,” 
he said.

The mixed bag of feelings on 
working from home are also 
reflected in a survey done for 
consulting firm Pricewaterhouse 
Coopers.

Prior to the pandemic, 82% of 
working Canadians did so from an 
office.

That plummeted to 27% during the 
worst of COVID.

While 78% of employees expect a 
partial return to the workplace by 
the end of the year, most don’t want 
it to be full-time.

Eighty percent of workers want 
a choice and a combination of 
in-office and remote work.

Those that want the option know 
about the positives and the pitfalls 
of more remote work , from the 
flexibility and fewer commutes 
to l i fe-work and productivi t y 
challenges.

At the beginning of the COVID crisis, 
Amber Hall, a local small business 
solutions account specialist with 
Telus, continued to dress to the 
nines as if she were going into the 
office and meeting clients.
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Every business owner has felt 
the side-effects that come from 
complying with COVID-19 best 
practices. It ’s hard to connect with 
customers while staying behind 
a mask, it ’s difficult to warmly 
welcome guests while keeping 
a 6-foot distance, and the health 
crisis has sent employee morale 
into a downward spiral.

Here in Kelowna, our business 
owners are strong, resilient, and 
smart. The pandemic may have 
hit our community, but our local 
entrepreneurs are rising to the 
challenge. 

Below, we’re shining the spotlight 
on Kelowna businesses who’ve 
respected the COVID-19 health and 
safety regulations, and designed 
creative solutions to safely 
welcome customers into sparkling 
clean, warm, and welcoming 
environments.

the age of 
coronavirus

Connecting with 
customers in

Jane Howell of Modo 
Yoga Kelowna: 

The Modo Kelowna team felt super 
confident following the guidance 
from Interior Health for fitness 
studios. Along with an additional 
supportive document from Work 
Safe BC, it was straightforward to 
create a unique ‘COVID-19 Safety 
Plan’ for all staff and clients to follow. 

Modo has two yoga rooms, each 
one now has marks on the floor 
for aligned mat placement, leaving 
a clear six foot radius around 
each person. The air that cycles 
throughout the space is filtered by a 
LifeBreath HVAC – ‘Energy Recovery 
Ventilators’ (ERVs), exchanging air 
at 1500 litres per second, ensuring 
the highest quality of fresh during 
practice. 

The studio capacity is now less 
than half, so there is a noticeable 
difference. Although we are seeing 
less people - there is more love! As 
a business, we are more inspired 
than ever. We are connecting to the 
people we do see, in a deeper and 
more engaged way. There is a lot of 
renewed gratitude and appreciation 
for being able to practice yoga in a 
sacred space.

Thanks to our wonderful team, the 
change rooms and common areas 
are thoroughly cleaned between 
each check-in, the yoga rooms are 
mopped after each class and all 
props are sanitized after each use. 

At Modo, we are focused on making 
this yoga practice accessible 
to the community because we 
wholeheartedly believe that the 
benefits it offers are infinite! 
We resonate with the term ‘A 
Third Space,’ and believe in the 
importance of somewhere to go 
and be - that is not one’s home 
or work. Everyone needs a ‘Third 
Space’ where they feel comfortable 
to explore, grow, pause, process 
and express authentically. We love 
creating that space for people and 
plan on continuing on for a long 
time to come. 

Amanda Cormier of 
Royal LePage Real Estate 
Company: 

Despite a brief slowdown in the 
Real Estate market at the height 
of COVID-19 the local real estate 
market has proven to be resilient! 

Some of the ways my business has 
changed over the last six months 
include making our show home 
tours by-appointment-only, moving 
open houses to a virtual platform, 
no longer driving with clients, 
increasing sanitation and requiring 
clients to wear gloves and PPE in 
homes. In a world post coronavirus, 
I expect many of our new protocols 
will stay in place to further protect 
the public and offer convenience as 
an added bonus. 

Andrea Eichberger of 
NowMedia Group (agency 
sales): 

While social distancing does affect 
everyday meetings and interactions 
with people, the essence of what I 
do stays the same. It doesn’t matter 
if it is in-person or over Zoom, my 
goal is to speak with clients, be 
curious, ask questions and come up 
with some ideas that will help them 
to achieve their  business goals, 
and answer any questions.

Photo Credit Jane Howell

Photo Credit Amanda Cormier

Photo Credit NowMedia Group

Written by: Parker Sheil
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Opening doors Welcome the ‘new kids on 
the block’

It was actually construction delays 
more than COVID that pushed the 
opening of Cantina del Centro back 
to Aug. 31.

But in the short time since, the 
restaurant at 271 Bernard Ave. has 
attracted a loyal following for its 
traditional Mexican street-style 
tacos and margaritas.

“With the start we’ve had, we hope 
we’ve grabbed Kelowna by the 
taste buds and will lure people in to 
eat and drink all winter long,” says 
bar manager Dustin Keller.

If COVID restrictions ease this fall 
and winter, Cantina del Centro has 
plans for bigger taco gatherings 
and nightlife on the weekends.

The restaurant is part of Brad 
Filleu’s Black Sheep Hospitality 
Group, which also has a Cantina 
del Centro and Yum Son Viet-
Modern in Nelson.

Dan Park knows no other retail 
reality other than the COVID-
tainted one.

“I opened May 21, the first day 
stores were allowed to open after 
the shutdown,” says Dan.

“May and June were rough, but 
summer was good, although I 
don’t know what to compare it to 
because this was my first summer 
in operation. But I assume it’s 
better than expected considering 
there’s a pandemic.”

Ogopogo GiftLand is at 287 
Bernard Ave. in downtown 
Kelowna, a block stuffed with 
restaurants and shops frequented 
by tourists and locals alike during 
the busy summer season.

“With summer gone, I’m imagining 
a tough fall and winter,” says Dan.

“But, I’ll get through. I’ll run the 
store myself with no staff and hope 
people will continue to come in.”

Ogopogo GiftLand sells an array of 
souvenirs, candies and treats and 
clothing logoed with everything 
Kelowna and Okanagan.

The 161-room, six-storey Hyatt Place 
hotel opened in Kelowna on July 14, 
as COVID restrictions eased and 
British Columbians embraced the 
staycation.

“We were eager to open and there 
was immediately great demand,” 
says sales manager Sunney 
Engstrom.

“We definitely benefited from being 
brand new, having high safety 
protocols, Hyatt being a well-
recognized and well-respected 
name and people from BC and 
Alberta staying closer to home to 
vacation.”

With the summer rush over, Hyatt 
Place hopes to continue to capture 
leisure and business travellers as 
well as some conference business 
with its small meeting rooms 
and a combination of delegates 
attending in person and by Zoom.

Hyatt Place was built by Surrey-
based West Fraser Developments, 
the same firm that’s completing the 
six-storey Beverly condominium 
complex next door at the corner of 
Enterprise Way and Spall Road.

Hyatt PlaceCantina del 
Centro

Ogopogo 
GiftLand

Portia-Ella, a clean beauty makeup 
and skin care company, was 
featured in a past issue of Level Up 
for opening a store at Kelowna’s 
Orchard Park mall on Nov. 15.

This time around, Portia-Ella and 
founder Julie Michaud are being 
profiled for acquiring the online, 
Vancouver-based Green Beauty 
Collective just as COVID hit in 
March.

With the Orchard Park store forced 
to close during the worst of the 
pandemic, Julie quickly pivoted to 
morph Green Beauty Collective 
into Portia-Ella’s online business 
and keep company sales rolling.

Online sales remain strong and the 
store in the mall is busy too.

“People are feeling patriotic and 
want to shop local, try product and 
get a personal consultation,” says 
Julie.

Recently, Julie was awarded the 
inaugural Business Development 
Bank of Canada Woman of the 
Year honour presented by Kelowna 
Women in Business.

“I feel so grateful to be the first to 
receive this award after a pandemic 
and one month after giving birth to 
my third daughter,” she said.

The 140-room, six-storey Hampton 
Inn & Suites by Hilton opened with 
fanfare in February and had to 
abruptly close in March as COVID 
hit.

The hotel, located across Highway 
97 from Kelowna International 
Airport, reopened Canada Day and 
has since enjoyed high occupancy.

“The Hampton and Hilton names 
are familiar and trusted and many 
people travelling within BC and 
Alberta for staycations stayed 
with us,” says front desk manager 
Allison Viergo.

Hampton Inn & Suites is part of 
the hospitality division of Kelowna-
based commercial and residential 
leasing and management and 
construction company Argus 
Properties.

Also in the division are Four Points 
by Sheraton, located across the 
highway from the airport, the 
waterfront Hotel Eldorado and 
Manteo Resort and Home2 Suites 
by Hilton in Fort St. John.

Portia-EllaHampton Inn & 
Suites

It takes guts, good luck and 
an exceptional strategy and 
concept to open a new 
business during COVID and 
survive.

These five Kelowna 
businesses prove it can be 
done.

Written by:  Steve MacNaull

Photos from left

Dan Park is the owner of Ogopogo 
GiftLand at 287 Bernard Ave. in 
downtown Kelowna. 

Bar manager Dustin Keller shows off 
some of the traditional street-style tacos 
that have been making Cantina del 
Centro famous since it opened Aug. 31. 

The 161-room Hyatt Place opened July 
14 at the corner of Enterprise Way and 
Spall Road. 

Hampton Inn & Suites first opened in 
February, just six weeks before COVID 
prompted widespread shutdowns. 

Julie Michaud, who owns the Portia-Ella 
clean beauty store in Orchard Park mall, 
acquired a new business in March, just 
as COVID hit. She also just won the 
inaugural Woman of the Year accolade 
from the Business Development Bank of 
Canada presented by Kelowna Women 
in Business.
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LEVEL UP // 

As Price’s Alarms and Graydon Security Systems are welcomed 

into the TELUS family as TELUS Custom Security Systems, the 

same local people and offices you’ve come to rely on are still here 

to support your security needs.

Still local. 
Still here for you.

We want to thank you for your continued business and now that 

you’re part of the TELUS family, we have special deals for your 

home or business.

To view our offers, visit telus.com/deals today.


