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MOVER & SHAKER

If a day comes when Jim Balsillie’s name is not in the news,
that might be cause for news, itself. Whether the story is
NHL hockey, education, international affairs, corporate liti-

gation, or the ubiquitous Blackberry, the Research in Motion
co-CEO seems always to be in the public eye.
Balsillie has been Co-CEO of RIM – working with his friend

and fellow Co-CEO, Mike Lazaridis (see Exchange September
2006) – since 1992. His specific responsibilities are officially
described as: “Jim is responsible for driving corporate
strategy, business development, marketing, sales and finance.”
His personal net worth has recently been estimated at US$1.6-
billion.
Balsillie was born and raised in Peterborough, Ontario. He

holds a Bachelor of Commerce from the University of Toronto
and an MBA from Harvard. He’s a Chartered Accountant and
was elected a Fellow of the Institute of Chartered Accountants
of Ontario. He also has received honourary Doctor of Laws
degrees from four universities, of course including Waterloo
and WLU.
His impact on his community – and far beyond – might rival

the impact of RIM’s contribution to global communication, the
famed Blackberry “wireless solution”. Among other things,
Balsillie has brought to Waterloo Region the Centre for Inter-
national Governance Innovation, and most recently, the newly
announced Balsillie School of International Affairs, which will
open in 2008 (see Monitor).
He’s been a major donor and promoter of such diverse insti-

tutions as the Perimeter Institute for Theoretical Physics
(which was spearheaded by Lazaridis), Grand River Hospital,
and the Waterloo Regional Children’s Museum. He was hon-
ourary chair of the endeavor that earned the City of Waterloo
its 2007 designation as World’s Top Intelligent Community.

His impact on his
community – and far
beyond – might rival
the impact of RIM’s
contribution to global
communication

BY PAUL KNOWLES

Jim Balsillie reflects on RIM, international affairs, and the
need for local vision – an exclusive interview
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Balsillie (second from right) is congratulated by Premier Dalton McGuinty (right) at the recent announcement of the Balsillie
School of International Affairs with CIGI Executive Director John English (left), and MPP John Milloy looking on.
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And he’s the headline-making prospective
owner who has twice tried to buy an NHL
franchise; his bid for the Pittsburgh Pen-
guins did not succeed; his more recent
attempt to buy the Nashville Predators
seems to be on thin ice at best. But each
such effort inflames the hopes of local
hockey fans who have visions of an NHL

team in Waterloo (which experts judge to
be very unlikely) or failing that, Hamilton.

Whatever he is involved with, Jim Balsil-
lie makes news. Prior to the July announce-
ment of the Balsillie School of International
Affairs, rumour had it that he was donating
the significant amount of $10 million. But
on June 25, before an audience of political

Balsillie was giving a total
of $50 million to the

project, $33 million to the
school and another $17 to
the Centre for International
Governance Innovation.
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leaders and academics, the truth was
unveiled – Balsillie was giving a total of $50
million to the project, $33 million to the
school and another $17 to the Centre for
International Governance Innovation,
which he founded and which will operate
the facility. His gift was matched by $25
million commitments from both the Uni-
versity of Waterloo and Wilfrid Laurier Uni-
versity (with support from the Province of
Ontario), marking an unprecedented level
of cooperation between the schools. Balsil-
lie commented about founding “a joint
school between the universities... a unique
and innovative governance innovation in
its own right.”
While NHL President Gary Bettman

might not have a lot of nice things to say
about Balsillie, he would be almost alone in
that regard.
At the announcement of the Balsillie

school, CIGI Executive Director John Eng-
lish called Balsillie “a model of what a
donor should be.”
Ontario Premier Dalton McGuinty told

the founder, “Jim, your leadership is valued
by our government. Your support for CIGI is
tremendously valued by all of us.”
Waterloo Mayor Brenda Halloran said

Balsillie “demonstrates the power of phi-
lanthropy coupled with incredible vision.”
And retiring Laurier President Bob Rose-

hart summed up the significance of the
event in numerical terms: “This is the
largest single donation ever in the social
sciences in Canada.”
A few days prior to the revelation of the

record-breaking donation, Balsillie sat
down for an exclusive interview with

Exchange magazine.
The new school had not yet been

announced – although the RIM Co-CEO
alluded to it during the interview despite
tight security around the announcement –
when he was asked “What does the future
hold for Jim Balsillie?”
He answered, “Well, if you want to see

somebody’s future, it’s probably best to
look at their past and look at their current
activities. For me, it’s pretty predictable. My
family is my number one priority, and RIM,
and that gets the overwhelming bulk of my
attention.”
He added, “Clearly, I am very excited

about the community and we have a lot of
things going on there.” Balsillie listed some
of his current interests in the community,
mentioning the upcoming announcement
of “a big new school”, and adding the
Smart Community project, CIGI, the Pros-
perity Council, and local social service
institutions. “They’re all very exciting
things to invest in and pay attention to.”
But he insists that “Family and friends,

work, health... the essentials, I guess,” are
at the centre of his life plan. He said, “I
would be surprised if there would be any
changes in the next ten years.” And by

the way, whatever the NHL decides,
moving the Balsillie family to Nashville
or any other NHL city is simply not going to
happen.
“Early in our game”
RIM and its products garner lots of inter-

national attention – some of it clearly
unwanted and of a litigious nature. The
financial figures are astronomical.
Exchange asked Balsillie if there is a limit
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Research in Motion has had a global impact, but Balsillie says he doesn’t ponder the philosophical implications.

“We feel we’ve got a lot of growth prospects before us and we feel
we’re early in our game. It seems kind of bizarre but it’s true.”
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to the growth of Research in Motion.
“No,” said the Co-Ceo. “There’s not a

limit. We’re not limited by opportunity right
now, we’re really limited by our own
capacity to pursue those opportunities. So
it’s really enormously fortuitous that we
have such a strong position in such a big
and expanding market, that we have that
sort of opportunity. We feel we’ve got a lot
of growth prospects before us and we feel
we’re early in our game. It seems kind of
bizarre but it’s true.”

He truly believes the opportunities are
unlimited. “I could literally give you dozens
of applications, of channels, of segments,
of geographies, of partnerships, so it’s real-
ly quite dramatic. We’re experiencing so
much growth in North America right now
that we really feel we’re early in our adop-
tion cycle there.”

If North America, where the Blackberry
seems ubiquitous, is “early”, what about
the rest of the world? Balsillie says, “We’re
experiencing a lot of success in western
Europe, where we’re even earlier in our
adoption cycle, and then we’re getting real-
ly exciting launches and progress in Asia,
Latin America, the Mid-East, and eastern
Europe, and we’re early there.”

The salesman in Balsillie emerges: “And

we’ve got so many exciting new devices
that have come out, the World Phone, the
Pearl, the Curve, a lot of other new units
coming out, wifi units and a lot of applica-
tion areas, telephony synchronization, e-
commerce, work flow, media and enter-
tainment: it just doesn’t end! We’re gov-
erned much more by our capacity to pur-
sue opportunities than the actual existence
of those opportunities.”
Global Impact

Balsillie obviously thinks, a lot, about
global issues – thus his role as the founder,
original donor and Chair of the Board at
CIGI. But when Exchange asked if he
reflects on the global changes engendered

by the Blackberry, his answer was surpris-
ing: “No. Mike does. But I don’t really.
That’s not my nature. I’m kind of known as
a sort of look-forward kind of guy. Do what
you got to do today. It’s good for my nerves
not to look down or look back. Or look too
far forward. But Mike’s very good at that.”

None the less, he has probably done as
much as any living Canadian to bring
attention to global issues, through his
founding and support of the Centre for
International Governance Innovation. He
told Exchange, “I started it to really invest
in something that was research-oriented.”
He recalls a conversation with Lazaridis,
about the institutes of advanced studies
founded at Princeton University a century
ago – one focused on natural sciences, the
other on social sciences. Today, says Balsil-
lie, “You have to be more precise.”

So Lazaridis focused on natural sci-
ences, and founded the Perimeter Institute,
which has influenced the launch of the
Institute for Quantum Physics, while Balsil-
lie emphasized social sciences, through
CIGI and the new Balsillie School.

He opted for a focus on governance
because “global governance encapsulates a
lot of the critical issues of our time: Kyoto,
the G8, terrorism, nuclear non-prolifera-

Asked if he reflects
on the global

changes engendered
by the Blackberry,
his answer was

surprising:
“No. Mike does.”
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Steve Sittler is president of Sittler En-

vironmental, which has 55 years of

waste management experience.As

far as Steve Sittler is concerned,

what’s old is new again when it

comes to recycling. Major industrial,

commercial, and institutional busi-

nesses use Sittler Environmental serv-

ices because of their 55 years of

expertise in waste management

and environmental stewardship.
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tion, AIDS, SARS, health, the avian flu,
whatever... those are all... issues of our
time. So it’s something worth putting atten-
tion to.”

At the Balsillie School announcement
event, he reflected on the need to focus on
“the issues of our time. We have a lot more
we can do.” And in typical Balsillie fashion,
he rejoiced in the opportunity “to be a bit
bold about it.”

Balsillie contends that since CIGI was
founded in 2002 – funded primarily by Bal-
sillie with donations from other sources
including Lazaridis and the provincial and
federal governments – much has already
been accomplished. He points to “A lot of
great research, a lot of great conferences, a
lot of great research fellows, the big IGLOO
collaboration portal, which is rocking.”

But he’s quick to add, “We’ve only been
on it for not even five years.... I think we
have done a lot, with a lot more to do. But
to me it’s one of those things that you work
on for a long time and the outcomes will be

what they will be. You just focus on the
inputs.”

And he told Exchange that he under-
stands his role as a supporter: “I’m not the
expert. I don’t pretend to be.”
Urgent issues

The political and educational leaders of
Waterloo Region and its environs are obvi-
ously quick to praise Jim Balsillie. Like his
partner, Mike Lazaridis, and many of their

top RIM executives, he has been extraordi-
narily generous to the institutions of the
community.

And Balsillie has lots of good to say
about the region. He has explained his sup-
port – and creation – of local institutions by
reflecting on Waterloo’s key place in a
“borderless” world. “The issues of today are
borderless,” he says. “It’s a different world.
An accelerated world. One that is adopting
change across the globe collectively,
aggressively, and irrevocably. Understand-
ing the forces of the climactic times we live
in, and anticipating what is to come,

“It’s kind of like at RIM – we either surge to global
greatness or we retreat to a small niche.”

MOVER & SHAKER
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Balsillie: “We’re experiencing so much growth.”
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means answers must reach beyond bor-
ders. The Waterloo area and Canada have
a lot to offer to a deeper understanding of
the many areas that impact global gover-
nance and international affairs.”

No one has done more that Balsillie to
put Waterloo on the map as, in the words
of some local leaders, the centre of the uni-
verse. Or, as University of Waterloo Presi-
dent David Johnston phrased it, “the
knowledge capital of Canada.” However,
Balsillie does not pull his punches about
the need for vision and change, either.

On the plus side, he told Exchange, “We
have a lot of things to be thankful for and
the attributes are very powerful. We have
quality of life, we have universities, we have
safety... everything I hear [suggests] the
high schools are second to none in their
quality. We have so much recreation, prox-
imity to the big city, Toronto, and infrastruc-
ture. We have good collaboration. Things
like the Prosperity Council are very, very
helpful, Communitech and so on.... institu-
tionally, education, infrastructurally,
access-wise, quality of life-wise, we have a
lot to be very, very thankful for, and I think
a Smart City designation is a real
tribute to that.”

So it‘s all good? No. Balsillie argues,
“That being said... I do really believe that
we shouldn’t rest on our laurels.”

He believes the community’s leaders can
get bogged down in issues best left behind,
citing, as an example, the RIM Park contro-
versy. “I think there was far too much grief
at RIM Park, which is considered the best
facility in the country. It’s used non-stop.”

Balsillie argues that recriminations
should be replaced with vision for the
future. “We’re seeing some good move-
ment in some activities, but I think we
should really chart a strong strategy for the
community going forward. There are issues
regarding transportation, things like the
Light Rapid Transit. There are issues
around health and wellness and quality of
air, and how we create a very vibrant and
bohemian kind of culture.... the Richard
Florida Bohemian Index stuff.”

Balsillie jokes that he should have gone
into business with Jim Brickman, since
“hockey, beer and golf... that’s a pretty
good trifecta.” (He is an owner/partner in
the Golf North golf courses, including many
area courses.) But beer aside, health and
wellness are important to Balsillie, who is a
fitness advocate active in playing sports
(hockey and golf at competitive levels),
triathlons, and coaching his son’s soccer
and basketball teams.

His community-focused comments
return frequently to local struggles in the11 Henry Street, St. Jacobs, ON N0B 2N0 • Tel (519) 664-2221 • Fax (519) 664-2105
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provision of health care, along with other
local needs. “As a community, we really
need to embrace those things with the
greatest commitment. There are obvious
issues in terms of fragmented municipal
government structures. You know the trials
and tribulations of our health care institu-
tions domestically.”

A major donor to the cancer centre at
Grand River Hospital, he notes that some
good things are being accomplished.
‘“There are very positive things in the new
health centre in downtown Kitchener, and
the St. Jerome’s rejuvenation with the
school of social work. And I’m excited obvi-
ously about the school of global studies.”

But he adds, “Those are all very, very
good things, but I really do think there’s a
gap in seriousness of embracing some of
these other issues. I think there’s an
urgency in each one of them. I think the
award of the Smart City is a great tribute to
where we’ve come to, and we’ve really

benefited from the vision of those in the
past, but I really do believe... we have the
upswing, we have the prosperity, and it is
really a time for leadership in all aspects of
the community.”

He warns that the community is facing
an opportunity that could be lost. He com-
pares it to the world he knows best: “It’s
kind of like at RIM – we either surge to
global greatness or we retreat to a small
niche. And there’s kind of no in-between.
There’s a metaphor there in terms of com-

munity leadership in all aspects. Those are
broad issues – health care, wellness, pros-
perity, infrastructure, governance, arts and
culture. Those are profoundly important
issues for our community if we want to
seize the opportunity before us.”
“Because...”

At the launch of the Balsillie School, Jim
Balsillie thanked “my partners at RIM. If it
wasn’t for their skills and integrity, I would-
n’t have the money to do this.”

Well, clearly he does have the money,
money earned by leading a company that
leads the world in innovative communica-
tion devices. After the official ceremonies
in June, Balsillie was again interviewed
one-on-one with Exchange. Asked why he
would donate the colossal sum of $50 mil-
lion to such a project, he grinned mischie-
vously and answered in three words:
“Because I can.”

Not a bad motto for the Balsillie family
crest. X

“Those are all very, very
good things, but I really do

think there’s a gap in
seriousness of embracing

some of these other issues.”
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