
Kunal Gupta, founder and
chair of the board of Impact
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You don’t have to talk to Kunal Gupta for very long before
it begins to dawn on you – this is what entrepreneurship
looks like in the next generation. And that next genera-

tion is now.
Gupta’s business card reads, “Founder and Chair of the

Board, Impact Entrepreneurship Group.” Impact is properly
described as “Canada’s largest student-run entrepreneurship
organization.” Gupta, 22, who is also in his final year of the
software engineering program at the University of Waterloo,
founded Impact in 2004.

That means that while he has been completing his engi-
neering degree – through a co-op program that has taken him
on work terms to various parts of the globe including Hong
Kong, Egypt, Scotland and New York City – he has also been
building an organization, with a $375,000 annual budget and
a volunteer staff from across the country, which holds nation-
al and regional conferences, competitions and networking
events for students in a number of Canadian cities. The most
recent Impact Leadership Conference drew about 500 stu-
dents to Toronto for two days in mid-November. In addition to
the budding entrepreneurs, the event hosted 800 industry
guests and keynote speakers, including Michael Lee Chin,

This is what

entrepreneurship

looks like in the

next generation.

And that next

generation is now.

BY PAUL KNOWLES

Kunal Gupta has created an organization with impact

THE NEW FACE OF
ENTREPRENEURISM
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see its leadership graduate on a regular
basis, he passed over the reins a year
ago. He also oversaw a reorganization of
Impact which created empowered com-
mittees able to carry out the individual
projects of the fast-growing entity.

Albert Lam, a third-year UW econom-
ics student, is now President of Impact.
The organization has a prestigious advi-
sory board, including UW President David
Johnston, most recently in the news as
the man picked to establish the ground
rules for the Brian Mulroney inquiry.
Johnston is nothing but positive about
Gupta and his colleagues: “It has been
great to be involved with Impact because
as an organization it offers the ideal vehi-
cle to kindle entrepreneurial flame in
these young leaders of tomorrow. These
young people will be instrumental in
helping to keep Canada competitive in
the future.”

That future is very close at hand.
Gupta is now preparing to graduate, and
is talking about launching a start-up busi-
ness. If Impact is what Gupta can accom-
plish in his spare time, this young man’s
professional potential is impressive,

MOVER & SHAKER
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Gupta was a featured speaker at the recent RBC/Shad Valley
Conference.
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Chairman of AIC Limited, Greg Brill, of
Infusion Development, and Craig Kiel-
burger, Founder of Free the Children.
Impact organizers have always sought
guest speakers with the highest profile
(90% of their speakers in 2007 were 
CEOs or held equivalent positions); 
they have also always included a social
entrepreneurship element in their 
programs, and Free the Children is their
current chosen cause. 

Impact, a non-profit organization run

by students, holds events involving more
than 5,000 of the top university and high
school students in the country. The
organization has an office in the Acceler-
ator Centre; it employs co-op students; it
is named correctly. Gupta and company
definitely have made an impact since they
organized their first entrepreneurial con-
ference in 2004.

Gupta was also the initial President
but, concerned about succession issues in
an organization that by definition would
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indeed.
Global vision

Exchange sat down with Kunal Gupta –
at a Williams Coffee Pub, his meeting
place of choice – to talk about the emerg-
ing face of entrepreneurship.

Gupta was born in Montreal, just one
month after his parents emigrated to
Canada from India, and was raised in
Ottawa. In cooperation with a small
group of University of Waterloo students,
he founded Impact in mid-2004, “to run
an entrepreneurship conference.” Gupta’s
training is in software engineering, but
his heart is that of an entrepreneur. “I’m
very business-minded,” he says – a com-
ment that is quickly exposed as an under-
statement.

The Impact organizers staged their first
entrepreneurship conference in Waterloo
in November, 2004. The 13-student
organizing group functioned almost
entirely as “a virtual team,” says Gupta,
because they were located around the
country – and in some cases, in other
countries – through co-op work place-
ments.

That physical distance made not one

bit of difference for these cyber-savvy
young entrepreneurs. Their meetings
were effective; the fact that their very first
face to face meeting occurred the night
before the conference began was no hin-
drance to success. This underscores one
of several key truths that emerge from a
conversation with this 22-year-old vision-
ary – physical distance is no longer an
issue to entrepreneurial relationships.

Later, he notes that he spends time in
Toronto each week, and visits Ottawa and
Montreal on a monthly basis. In fact, says
Gupta, he sees Ottawa-Toronto-Waterloo
essentially as one community, especially
when it comes to high-tech business rela-
tionships.

The Impact budget in the first year of
operation was $13,000. That is a drop in
the Impact budget, today, but for students,
it was a definite funding hurdle. Gupta
laughs as he recalls his meetings with
potential sponsorships, as he tried to sell
them sponsorship on an event with no
history, no precedents, and absolutely no
guarantee of success. “I’d never sold any-
thing before in my life,” he says, but he
was determined, and six and a half weeks

MOVER & SHAKER

Albert Lam, President of Impact, who has succeeded Gupta through a carefully-executed Impact succession plan.

Gupta sees Ottawa-Toronto-Waterloo essentially
as one community, especially when it comes

to high-tech business relationships.
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after his initial approach to Mastercard,
the company signed on as a sponsor, to
the tune of $3,000.

With one company of note signed up,
attracting others became easier, and by
the time the first conference was held,
Gupta had added nine corporate spon-
sors, including IBM, Research in Motion,
and Deloitte.

Gupta is already a master at the art of
leveraging. Many sponsors of Impact
events employ the best co-op students;
the pitch to them is, “if you want more
employees like me...” then get involved in
an event that attracts the best of the best.
Gupta and his colleagues then follow up
by involving the leaders of the sponsoring
organizations as members of the Impact
advisory board, keynote speakers, and
mentors. He talks with great delight about
the relationships he has developed with
business leaders like Terry Matthews, Jim

Balsillie, Greg Brill, and dozens of others.
The first conference was a sold-out

smash. There was no initial intention to
repeat the event, but Gupta says the
response was so positive, the organizers
realized “we were an annual conference”
even before the 2004 event had ended.
The first meeting to plan the 2005 confer-
ence – which was held in Toronto — took

place two days after the 2004 event. Why
Toronto? Gupta explains that Impact
needed to be somewhere easily accessible
for students from across the country; that
second conference attracted students
“from Vancouver to New Brunswick.”
Gupta says finding sponsorship was much
easier, the second time around. “The first
conference, we were selling air. The sec-
ond, we had credibility.” Twenty-six spon-
soring corporations hopped on the Impact
bandwagon; the 2005 budget grew to
$80,000.

MOVER & SHAKER

“The first conference, we were selling air.

The second, we had credibility.”

University of Waterloo President, David Johnston, speaks at
the Impact Leadership Conference, November 2007.
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It has grown exponentially from there.
The original event was staged for univer-
sity students; today, there are parallel
conferences in Toronto for top-level uni-
versity and high school students – sepa-
rate events that come together for
keynote speakers. Speakers have included
a who’s who of international business
celebrities and experts.

Impact has also staged entrepreneurial
“apprentice” competitions – the first in

“We’re no longer a

conference... we’re

people promoting

entrepreneurship.”

Gupta with Craig Kielburger founder of Free the Children and co-founder of Leaders Today (leaderstoday.com).
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Ottawa, another in Vancouver. These
events see the top 32 applicants from
across the country compete in Donald
Trump Apprentice-style team events. The
prizes? Six guaranteed job interviews with
the sponsoring companies. Impact has
held a one-day entrepreneurial network-
ing Impact Expo in Waterloo; it drew 1400
students to hear 46 speakers and meet
with 30 companies in a trade show style
exhibition. Impact also sponsors leader-

ship events for female entrepreneurs.
In 2004, Impact was essentially a con-

ference – that was the single goal of the
organizers. Today, says Gupta, “We’re no
longer a conference... we’re people pro-
moting entrepreneurship” in a variety of
ways. This has meant an evolution in their
business model. When Impact held one
event, an organizing team of 13 could do
the job; today, there is an executive team
responsible for overall governance, and a
programs team with individual “leads”
responsible for the various events. Gupta
explains that the current system is far
more “decentralized”, a necessity given the
expanding scope of the organization he
founded less than four years ago.

Another development has been official
incorporation as a not-for-profit entity, car-

“We all have a responsibility to

give back, and we’re going to get you

started right now.”

95 Peel Street, New Hamburg
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ried out in 2006. That was the year that
saw more growth in a number of areas –
the budget jumped to $250,000, plus at
least half that again in in-kind donations
(Deloitte facilitated the incorporation, pro
bono). And Impact, working with other
groups such as the Shad Valley organiza-
tion (Gupta is a Shad alumnus), launched
about six smaller events, such as entrepre-
neurial workshops for high school stu-
dents, and an on-line magazine that is cur-
rently undergoing a rebranding process.

Today, says Gupta, “Impact has grown
from a conference to an organization
involving 13 entities,” all run by five indi-
vidual program groups. There are about
100 students across Canada who have
hands-on involvement in organizing
Impact events and programs. Although
those students are volunteers, their job
descriptions are demanding, and Gupta
says, “we do fire people if they’re not
pulling their weight. It’s not easy to do.”
It’s also not quite that cold-blooded;
before they are “fired”, poor performers
will be given a chance to take on a lesser
responsibility if they so choose.

Reflecting what may be the reality of
the new generation of entrepreneurs,
every event includes an element of philan-

thropy or “social entrepreneurism.” The
Impact conferences have featured speak-
ers from the Canadian Land Mine Founda-
tion, Engineers Without Borders, and, for
two years, the Kielburger brothers, Craig
and Mark, from Free the Children.

During the entrepreneurial competition
in Ottawa, one of the challenges the com-
peting teams faced involved using a sup-
ply of candy to raise as much money as
possible for charity. (One team sold all the
candy on the streets of Ottawa, used the
money to buy bottled water, and doubled
their take in a matter of a few hours.)

At Impact events, the participants are
told: “We all have a responsibility to give
back, and we’re going to get you started
right now.” Gupta sees this as a funda-

mental responsibility of his company,
partly because, “We don’t get that in the
classroom.” But he gets it – and his vision
is contagious.

So is his enthusiasm. It’s not surprising
that he has had a personal impact on stu-
dent colleagues, on educational leaders,
and on men and women heading world-
class businesses. It’s likely that a bushel
of prestigious jobs will be offered him
come graduation, this spring.

He says he will take none of them. He
wants to travel – although he has already
demonstrated that it is possible and prac-
tical to run a business based in Waterloo
from a laptop in Glasgow, Hong Kong or
India. Most importantly, he wants to
launch his own business; he intends to
create a start-up company without relying
on any of the many big-name backers
that would undoubtedly be there for him.

Gupta also intends to continue his
involvement in the Impact Entrepreneur-
ship Group, as a board member. He has a
unique description of the entity he found-
ed: “We are an opportunity provider.” And
Kunal Gupta might well be described,
personally, as a man who seizes every
opportunity that comes his way. Enthusi-
astically. X

Reflecting what may be the
reality of the new generation of

entrepreneurs, every event
includes an element of philanthro-

py or “social entrepreneurism.”
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FEATURE STORY

Some call it junk, others might call it firewood, and some just want to bulldoze it over,
flatten it beyond recognition and cart it off to the landfill. But to Scott Little and Chris
Blott, partners in Artefacts Architectural Antiques, it’s called furnishings and furniture,

and their mission is to salvage, reclaim and rework. Over the past two decades Little and
Blott have woven a prosperous niche business out of the demolition industry. They’ve
developed a evolving business model that originally turned upside down an age-old indus-
try’s perception of what people could do with old, ornate relics. Artefacts could be consid-
ered one of today’s most amazing recycling businesses which began many years ago,
growing out of one individual’s passion to be independent and self-sustaining.

They say the boy never leaves the man. Scott Little is living testament to the adage.
What started as a mischievous and curious youthful pastime has turned into a life of pas-
sionate discovery, entrepreneurial independence and strategic networking.

The sixties were many things, but to a young boy in Toronto, they were years of struc-
tural rebuilding. “In the sixties in Toronto, where I grew up, there was a lot of demolishing
going on. I used to go around and steal stuff,” Little admits, as he reflects on his first foray
into the business of salvaging.

Little, who had left Toronto for Ottawa, moved to Kitchener in 1985, where he bought a
fixer upper and began to renovate. He recalls that, “At the same time, they were demolish-
ing nine houses on Courtland Avenue to put up a new building, so I approached the
wrecker,” [who metaphorically told Little to go away].

Taken aback but not dissuaded, Little, an entrepreneur in regular-Joe clothing, recog-
nized opportunity, but immediately ran up against the largest barrier standing between
him and success – the site foreman. ”He told me everything was been land-filled, and they
didn’t want anyone on site.”

Little was beside himself – the site had a little bit of everything Little needed. “There
were fireplaces, doors, everything that could have been used in the renovation of my
house in downtown Kitchener.”

He refused to give up, recognizing there was a treasure trove of resources that were not
being given a second thought. Fueled by his youthful interest in the salvage business, Little
dove in, started to locate the key demolition decision-makers and to solicit their cooperation.

“I started accumulating stuff from all over the place,” says Little, who began to network
with suppliers and customers. Soon after, he approached potential investors, in an effort

A NEW STRATEGY
FOR ARTEFACTS
A 20-something reclamation business has initiated a
recycling renaissance

BY JON ROHR
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Chris Blott (left)
and Scott Little
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FEATURE STORY

to raise interest and capital, because he
needed help get to the next level.

After finding some silent partners who
were willing to invest in his venture, Little
opened Artefacts Architectural Antiques at
the original location on King St. in St.
Jacobs. The new business, which was locat-
ed close to the Conestoga River and across
from the converted St. Jacobs Mill; from the
very first day, Artefacts drew curious cus-
tomers, in droves.

”We had about three transport trucks,
and it was pretty basic – we’d take
something out [of a site] and we’d sell it,”
says Little.

The money wasn’t exceptional, but the
passion and product brought in enough to
pay the bills. Little worked with a number
of salvagers whose pay was often what
they could take from the site. Little remem-
bers one individual who actually built a
complete house from her salvage efforts.
”We did a lot of flooring – it was a lot of
hard work,” he adds.

As Little’s fledgling enterprise evolved, it
started to reflect the daily requirements of a
real business. Chris Blott, a frequent con-
tributor to the salvage effort, began filling
in some necessary – and government-regu-
lated gaps – for the artistic Little.

Exchjanfeb08_pgs01-29  12/4/07  8:57 AM  Page 26



J A N U A R Y / F E B R U A R Y 2 0 0 8 | 27

While Little looked after product, Blott
took charge of the company’s operations.
Soon, Blott became a partner with Little
and his silent backers. “It was hard for me
because I wasn’t a business person,”
says Little, “but what I learned was perse-
verance.”

Once enough cash had been accumulat-
ed Little and Blott decided to buy out their
silent partners and the two became sole
owners of Artefacts. Their hands-on
approach would translate into a winning
business formula.

They started advancing their business
model, which was entirely based on walk-
in traffic, from professional relic hunters to
St. Jacobs tourists. The two looked for new
markets, developed networks of associated
salvagers, and grew inventory. Their drive
for growth would eventually create a need

for a larger space, and they started to look
for a facility in which they could grow.

One misconception continues to con-
cern the entrepreneurs – the idea that they
are selling items they obtained “for free”.

“Everyone thinks we get the stuff for free,”
says Blott. “It’s not our property, so we usu-
ally buy the salvage rights for a fixed
amount of money.”

What they buy is the right to salvage the

FEATURE STORY

Husband and wife Scott Little and Margaret Bennett; Bennett makes furniture from Artefacts’ stock of salvaged goods.
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building, not the property. They often have
a very short window to get in and do their
stuff. The business partners have a cache
of salvaging tales – such as, when they
arrived at a site, only to find the building,
which was filled with valuable artifacts,
flattened with all the wonderful artifacts
still inside. Or when they’re in a building
and all they can hear is the buzzing of
walls and floors infested with bees.

Over the past 20 years, the salvage
industry has developed a level of sophisti-
cation and a philosophy that allows a net-
work of salvagers to work together in a
seamless, customer-oriented way. This
social network of like minded entrepre-
neurs is a sophisticated industry that
responds like a single unit. Business is con-
ducted with a customer focus. ”The market
is getting more competitive,” says Little,
“There is less stuff coming down in
Ontario, and we used to do a lot of travel-
ing all through New York, Philadelphia,
Massachusetts, Connecticut.” What occurs
in Canada is but a small fraction of what
occurs south of the border.

”[Salvage and reclamation] is very big
business in the States. We have friends that
are very large scale; their salvage places in
the States are 90,000 square feet. We have

10,000 square feet, and for Ontario 10,000 is
big. I’m not sure if we’re the largest in Cana-
da, but we’re definitely up there,” adds Little.

One of the most significant changes the
two have experienced over the last 20
years is that their business has become
“legitimate”. Architectural antiques is a
field that has evolved and become more
mainstream. As an industry becomes more
mainstream, more businesses buy and sell
similar goods. Blott, a lover of original,
authentic artifacts, says most of the big
antique stores will carry salvage goods. As
well, furniture stores are selling architec-
tural reproductions. It means greater com-
petition but the market and interest has
also grown.

In the past, if a customer walked into a
furniture store with an artifact to sell, the
furniture store would contact Little or Blott
and Artefacts could buy it and resell it. That
is often now reversed: “Now, we’ll have
customers come in and buy it to sell it at
the furniture store. The whole field has
become more broadly based,” adds Blott.

In addition, customers have become
savvy about the value of ornamental arti-
facts. ”More people are more aware,” says
Blott, which translates to more material
being saved from fires, garbage dumps... and

more material heading to other companies.
The two are quick to point out that while

there is competition, “it tends to be quite
friendly and mutual. If you go on our web-
site most of the other architectural places
are listed, and vice versa. Because we want
the client to find the product wherever it is
– it’s just a friendly competition.”

In an industry whose resources are
becoming scarce and more valuable, the
overall focus is on meeting the customer’s
restoration or artistic needs. ”There are
only so many items, and we’re inclined to
see the house restored. If that means
somebody else sells the door to them,
that’s just as well, because the customer
finds the right door. That’s more important
to us than just making the sale,” says Little.

What are the major products? “Certainly
front doors, interior doors, we carry a
massive stock of doors. We have clients
who are trying to restore a complete
house will come in to find a door that’s
gone missing. Or they’ll do an addition
and need six doors that will all match the
rest of the interior doors. Someone may
come in doing a cottage and want 25
doors and they don’t care if none of them
match.”

Blott and Little salvage about a house a

FEATURE STORY
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week. Their coverage area is around south-
ern Ontario.

About two years ago, Artefacts moved
to their new location, still in St. Jacobs. It
includes a large wood and finishing shop
that is a fundamental tool for future
growth. That’s partly because Artefacts has
incorporated a new strategy – they have
begun to take old artifacts and makes new
furniture, “tables, cupboards, shelves etc.,”
states Little, whose wife, Margaret Bennett,
is a licensed electrician by trade, and could
easily be a master woodworker. “When we
take something out [of a site] , we now can
interpret it into other piece of furniture.”

The need to reinterpret artifacts into fur-
niture came about because of newer cus-
tomers’ inability to visualize the application
of the artifacts. Historically, customers would
walk through their showroom, buy the sal-
vage artifact “just the way it came,” because,
says Little, “they knewwhat to do with it”

But with their growing customer base,
they found a lot of potential customers
were not able to visualize the finished
product. ”They didn’t know what they were
looking at” says Blott. “If it was upside
down on the floor, they didn’t know, they
couldn’t visualize from rough to finish. We
identified a new market, so we started fin-

ishing pieces of furniture for them.”
Identifying this emerging challenge and

creating a strategy to meet the inherent
demand allowed them to turn a lot of their
collected stock into readily marketable
products and cash flow. This creation of
“new” furniture and furnishings sets Arte-
facts apart from many of the businesses in
this genre. “We’re doing quite a lot of cus-
tom work and very little of it ever sees the
showroom floor. People come in to the
shop and we show them some pieces in
the works and it never makes it to the
showroom,” says Little.

Custom orders – “that’s were we’re
heading,” says Blott, “We’re actually stock-
piling our salvaged product. We now have
stuff under tarps, in sheds, in truck bodies,
all stored. We’ll call on from it from time to
time, but really we’ll get to it maybe over the
next two to three years.” In a effort that
would please even the greenest environ-
mentalist, Artefacts is “recycling their recy-
cled material” and making new use of oth-
erwise limited-use material. “There are quite
a bit of miscellaneous elements that might
have gone by the wayside and now, they’re
of much more of interest to us,” adds Blott.

The evolution of their business from
“salvage it and sell it” to “salvage it, create

a piece of furniture and sell it” is a huge
leap from Little’s original model. This has
not only has permitted Artefacts to enter
new markets and develop increased prod-
uct offerings, but has also rejuvenated both
Little and Blott. The two partners have
come a long way since Little’s run-in with
the site foreman.

To maintain vitality, Blott and Little focus
on a radical new project every two years.
”When we first opened, it was a warehouse
with material, then we built a showroom,
and then we added a metal studio, then we
added the woodworking studio, then we
increased the showroom space, then we
added a outside garden area, then we
decided to have our first-ever sale, then we
... all these new things kept happening.
Every two years, something happens that
causes a renewal – a renaissance in the
business,” says Blott.

”When customers came in not knowing
what they wanted, let alone the idea that
they could get something they had no idea
they wanted, we saw another opportunity.”
The real attraction, agree the Artefacts
partners, is the age and authenticity of their
products. “I’m really not keen on being in
the reproduction businesses,” says Blott,
“so we make new out of old.” X
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