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NEW CANADIAN BUSINESS

Tiwo years after selling the technology firm he started, Ashok Kalle returned

On the right pathway

BY DAVID COBAIN

mmigrant entrepreneur
Ashok Kalle felt as though he
had sold his soul, he says now
of the day he accepted a bid
for the Internet service
provider he built from scratch. In less
than five years, he had turned a two-
person startup into a profitable com-
pany with 100

to Hong Kong or a transfer back to
India. He refused, quit and quickly
found himself pounding the streets
among a polyglot multitude search-
ing for work.

Three dispiriting months later, he
landed a job as human resources di-
rector for an insurance company, a
highly structured organization de-
manding less and paying less, while
offering such rewards as lifetime em-

So the effect when he bought his
brainchild back out of bankruptcy two
years after selling it was electrifying
for him and for its employees. “I
walked in,” he says, “and there were
just 22 of them left — all with blank,
frightened, shocked looks on their
faces”

Mr. Kalle, a personable man with a
pronounced sense of humour, says he
had been at a loss as to what he really
wanted to do with his life.

It was that restlessness that
brought him to Canada in 1988, one of
Asia’s better-heeled migrants. He, his
wife, Aruna, and their two young sons
‘were flown here first class by Ameri-
can Express to take up a new post as
human resources director for Canada.

From the moment they stepped on
to the tarmac at Toronto’s i ion-

and separate dining facili-
ties for “officers.”

Mr. Kalle had no appetite for a
sinecure or for compromised compla-
cency. His boyhood at Mayo College, a
hardy seedling of England’s iron-disci-
plined public schools, rooted in the
scorched plains of Rajasthan, had in-
stilled in him an inextinguishable
taste for risk.

the ensuing chaos, I probably would
‘have thought the better of starting it

But he quickly established that the
Internet was growing rapidly, that
there were few providers, few barriers
to entry, enormous price variations,
that service “was terrible” and that the
industry was unregulated in Canada.

“I guess,” he says, “I was in the right
place at the right time.”

‘That place was a small rented office
in downtown Toronto, where Mr.
Kalle and his staff — one student —
started Pathway Communications in
June, 1995, with one server, one router
and one bank of modems. .

“I paid a consultant to set up the
system,” Mr. Kalle recalls, “and found
later he had made some fairly signifi-
cant set-up errors. Fortunately, we
managed to put these right before

‘Many immaigrants don’t see starting
a business as a real opportunity —
they see it as too risky’

al airport, Mr. Kalle and his family
‘were delighted with his transfer from
India. They felt none of the uncertain-
ty and anxiety that dog many new-
comers from across a cultural divide.

“We were very lucky,” Mr. Kalle says.
“Making the transition to the Canadi-
an way of life was easy, compared with
the experience of most other immi-
grants. I came as an expatriate, on a
great salary, with excellent perks, in a
Jjob with a prestigious company.

“We embraced the system enthusi-
astically: schools, friends, an im-
proved standard of living — even
though we lived very well in India —
the weather, annual vacations, malls,
shopping, fast food, video games,
swimming lessons for the children ... ”

But after two years, Mr. Kalle was
asked to choose between a transfer

Rational risk-taking, he knew, is the
essence not just of good business, but
of a meaningful life. So he cast his eye
and his mind beyond the boredom
and dissatisfaction of his job and
found a new direction.

“The Internet was emerging as a
new technology. It caught my atten-
tion and I began to research starting a
business as an Internet service
provider. A friend had started a suc-
cessful printing business and encour-
aged me to take the plunge.”

Mr. Kalle had no background in
computers and just $15,000 in sav-
ings, plus a general interest in tech-
nology, on which to build a new com-
pany from an entrepreneurial vision.

“Like most entrepreneurs,” he ad-
mits, “I had only a vague idea of the
real challenges involved in starting a
technology company. Had I foreseen

they could be exploited. It was a valu-
ablelesson.”

‘While his lone employee handled
the technological aspects of the busi-
ness, Mr. Kalle took care of the rest,
“from answering telephones to sales
and marketing to technical support.”
‘The new company bloomed explosive-
ly into a model startup.

“By 1997,” Mr. Kalle says, “we were
fairly well established and making
money. We had avoided several of the
mistakes that caused many early
entrants to fold — cheap ij
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Canada is one of the best places in the world for entrepreneurs, says Ashok Kalle, president and founder of Pathway Communications.

from a single source, with one bill.”

At that point, Mr. Kalle was ap-
proached by a number of players in
the recently deregulated telecom mar-
ket. He turned down most offers, but
succumbed to a bid by Optel, which
‘bought Pathway for an eight-digit sum
and then re-launched itself as Axxent.

“The divestiture was a successful
financial exit for me,” Mr. Kalle says,
“and I gave a significant percentage
of the sale proceeds to the staff of the
company.” Although he declines to
be specific, the gift was nearly $2-
million.

It was a successful, but not a final,
farewell. In less than two years,
Axxent was bankrupt. Mr. Kalle
bought back the company he created
at a strong discount, with a sense of
relief verging on redemption.

Since then, Pathway Communica-
tions has increased sales by more
than 400%, rebuilt the staff to more:
than 100 on two continents, diversi-
fied into software products, IT sup-
port and business process outsourc-
ing, and established an offshore call
centre in India.

‘What's next? “I'd be delighted,” Mr.
Kalle says, “if I could encourage 20
others to start businesses. Canada is
one of the best places in the world for
entrepreneurs, but unfortunately too
many immigrants here are displaced,
disillusioned and disenchanted.

“They don't see starting a business
as a real opportunity — they see it as
too risky. Getting and keeping a job is
usually their primary goal. But a job
can vanish overnight. Starting up on
one’s own, though, is an attractive
alternative.

“There is little or no corruption in
Canada and few systemic obstacles

poor quality, incorrect pricing, poor
service, excessive growth.

“And by 1999, we were one of the
largest privately owned ISPs in
Canada, with more than 80 employ-
ees, and the first to offer a unified
portfolio of Internet, network inte-
gration and e-commerce services

to starting a The govern-
ment encourages entrepreneurship,
banks will lend entrepreneurs mon-
ey and innovation is rewarded. An
entrepreneur can’t ask for much
more than that”
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How often
do you fail
tofollow
through?

HONOUR COMMITMENTS

By SAmY CHONG

Have you ever waited for a call or
held off on a decision until you
heard from a third party, only to
find that — even after you follow
up — there is no response?

Today, most organizations
define their commitments to
customers and communities
through mission statements,
codes of ethics and publicly issued
procedures. This makes everyone
outside the company aware of
their standards and purpose, and
employees can share a common
objective. As a result, they become
accountable for meeting or
exceeding the standards.

There is another level of living
up to commitments that many of
us face on a daily basis. This en-
tails how well we live up to com-
mitments we make and how well
others live up to the commit-
ments they make to us. Often our
ability to move a project forward
requires commitments that go
beyond our own control. We may
be waiting for a supplier to pro-
vide confirmation of parts avail-
ability or a client to confirm an
appointment before we can make
decisions on other matters. On
the other hand, how often have
we said to others phrases such as
“Yes, I'll send you that informa-
tion” or “Call me and we’ll chat”
without following up? When we
make personal commitments,
we're often not aware of how im-
portant these words may be to
someone who is holding on to
those waords to fulfill their own
commitments.

The following three methods al-
low us to view our own commit-
‘ments, and those made by others
o us, from a new perspective. The
first is for each of us is to clean out
our area of responsibility. As is the
gardener, so is the garden. When
you step back and think about
commitments you've made to your
children, spouse, friends, employ-
ees and business associates, how
do you measure up in honouring
your words? Once you increase
your awareness of the commit-
‘ments you make, you will be able
to honour them more consistently.
‘When others see your actions, they
will honour their commitments to
you. This is the first step in under-
standing the law of Karma.

Secondly, if information you
have requested is not forthcom-
ing, you may wish to stand back
and examine the situation. Could
this be a reminder that this pro-
ject or task is not going to lead you
in the direction that you wish? Re-
examine what other options are
available to you. Many times the
universe has a way of giving us a
sign to prevent us from moving
down the wrong path.

Lastly, we need to practice not
being attached to the outcome.
This can be very difficult, as we of-
ten count on certain outcomes,
even though we have no control
over what will happen. The ability
to let go of a desired outcome will
give us peace and, in turn, empow-
er us. Our faith in knowing that
everything happens for our high-
est good will help achieve this end.

Here are some questions to get
you on track:

1. What commitments have you
‘made and not followed through
on? What is preventing you from
acting on them now?
2. What method will you use to be
mindful of your commitments?
3. What understanding or learn-
ing can you take away from the
Biblical quote “As you sow, so
shall you reap.”
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