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The Entrepreneur Issue
Calgary business icon and Canadian finalist, Ernst & Young Entrepreneur  
Of The Year 2011 Mac Van Wielingen

+• Small Business Week 

•  Event Planning & Catering

• Real Estate
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Leader  
of the 
pack
A proven investment and oilpatch 
success story offers some insights for 
aspiring entrepreneurs as he embarks 
on the next round of growth and 
contribution BY DEREK SANKEY

PHOTOS BY EILIDH TAIT, LIGHT ON PAPER PHOTOGRAPHY



In 1989, Mac Van Wielingen and his 
business partners founded a small 
start-up company called ARC Finan-

cial Corp. He began to build a network 
of research capabilities that has evolved 
into an industry-leading association 
of oil and gas business entrepreneurs, 
companies and other stakeholders. It 
has morphed into what has become one 
of today’s most well-positioned compa-
nies in an industry wrestling with the 
realities of a highly uncertain global 
market for commodities.

Between ARC Financial and ARC 
Resources Ltd. (founded in 1996), Van 
Wielingen and his partners have built 
an empire that thrives on vision. At the 
Business in Calgary Leaders of Tomor-
row gala this year, he spoke about 
the importance of vision and what it 
really means. “It’s so important to cre-
ate inspiration and alignment.  People 
have to pull together – in the same 
direction.” says Van Wielingen. “It’s 
not as simple as wanting to be profit-
able or wanting to double the value of 
your company in three to five years. 
Vision has to really speak to what the 
capabilities are of the organization, 
who we are, and our shared interests 
and purpose. Vision has to ignite pas-
sion within an organization.”

ARC Resources just completed a 
$350-million equity financing deal 
and a $400-million private debt 
announcement at an average cost of 
3.8 percent.   The company now has 
one of the strongest balance sheets in 
the energy sector at a time of great 
uncertainty in global markets.  In 
addition, ARC Financial recently 
closed a $1 billion fund that invests 
in early stage companies in the energy 
sector. 

Van Wielingen and his partners 
have also recently founded the Cana-
dian Centre for Advanced Leadership 
in Business at the Haskayne School of 
Business, with a focus on enhancing 
business education relating to both 
leadership effectiveness and ethics. 

This isn’t about a success story of 
a man who has turned profits – he’s 
got plenty of evidence of that – it’s 
about a success story of a man who 
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“It’s so important to create 

inspiration and alignment.  

People have to pull together – in 

the same direction.”

~ Mac Van Wielingen
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acts beyond the realm of business speak, mantras, corpo-
rate talk and balance sheets. 

His education includes post-graduate economic studies 
at Harvard University and a Bachelor of Business degree 
from the Richard Ivey School of Business at the University 
of Western Ontario. He’s a member of the board of directors 
of the Alberta Investment Management Corporation and a 
president and director of Viewpoint Foundation. He’s on 
the board of BluEarth Renewables Inc.

Obviously, the man is busy on Calgary’s corporate scene.
Our magazine works to highlight stories like this. We 

shine light on examples of entrepreneurs that see beyond 
the mission statements and create their own, unique suc-
cess stories built on trust and relationships. As part of 
our focus on the 2012 Ernst & Young Entrepreneur of the 
Year Awards (Van Wielingen was a finalist last year and 
a speaker at Business in Calgary’s Leader’s of Tomorrow 
Awards), we aim to educate the next generation of business 
leaders about what it takes to succeed.

More importantly, we try to spotlight what it takes to 
succeed and to contribute back to the community while 
helping others to prosper.

Business in Calgary sat down with Van Wielingen, who 
offered his insights on some key points about leadership, 
where he sees the future of the oil and gas industry going 
(along with his own companies) and why it all matters.

A: Both of these businesses are exception-
ally well-financed in what is an extremely 
uncertain time in the business environ-
ment. In terms of my interests and my 
perspectives, I feel an enormous amount of 
relief – if not satisfaction – that these busi-
nesses are so well financed, given what’s 
going on in the oil and gas industry and 
what’s going on in Europe.

Q: How important is the financing 
component of oil and gas compa-
nies, such as ARC Resources and ARC 
Financial, to overall dominance in 
the sector?

Q: How important to your compa-
nies’ future are emerging markets in 
areas such as Asian markets, not to 
mention Europe, Japan and our larg-
est trading partner – the U.S. – in the 
next few years?

A: These markets – these key areas of the 
world – are all important.  In looking at the 
total picture, there is cause for concern 
about the possibility of another significant 
downturn. I’m not forecasting that, but 
it’s realistic enough that it makes me feel 
cautious about the way we’re financing 
ourselves and the way we deploy capital. 
Of course I am not alone in this view. We 
want to be positioned to invest through 
the uncertainty – and both of these organi-
zations can do that. At ARC Resources, our 
balance sheet is really bullet proof. We can 
execute our business plan over the next 
year or two without concern about having 
to access additional capital. Even if com-
modity prices fall and cash flow is down, we 
don’t necessarily have to hit the brakes like 
a lot of oil and gas companies would have 
to do. We can maintain operational stability 
and momentum during very difficult mar-
kets.  At ARC Financial, with fresh capital, 
we can actively pursue quality opportuni-
ties at a time when capital is in short supply. 

QQ: What do you feel is the current 
level of optimism in the oil and gas 
sector?

A: Firstly, the pessimistic possibility is 
unfortunately too real for a lot of business 
owners. We could see another breakdown of 
the banking system driven by what’s going 
on in Europe. The global economy would 
feel that in a significant way and commodi-
ties would be impacted. If there’s anything 
we’ve learned, it’s how connected the finan-
cial industry is and this fact could still be 
somewhat of a blind spot. Many economists 
and sophisticated financial analysts didn’t 
see how connected and correlated markets 
are at a very deep level.
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It’s a message that bears repeating. La-Z-Boy offers a whole range  
of comfortable, great-looking furniture, including sofas, sectionals,  
loveseats and more. Trust me, it’s worth taking another look. One more 
time: La-Z-Boy makes more than recliners.
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Q: How do you view entrepreneurial-
ism?

A: At ARC Financial we invest in leaders. 
That’s our business. We really need to have 
a deep understanding of leadership and 
specifically high-potential, entrepreneur-
ial leadership. We’ve invested – to date – in 
over 150 different businesses in the last fif-
teen years. We have a very strong platform 
of experience to see the fundamentals and 
realities of entrepreneurial leadership. Hav-
ing said all that, it’s quite amazing how you’ll 
see all sorts of different capabilities and dif-
ferent qualities in successful entrepreneurs, 
that there is no certain path or easy answer.

Q

QQ: How important is vision and what 
does it mean?

A: That’s something I’m always looking 
at. Over the years, the question of vision, 
of what we want as a desired future, has 
led me to see the importance of strength 
of culture. Organizational culture is about 
internalizing a shared vision, what’s impor-
tant, how we’re going to do things, how 
we’re going to treat each other. It’s been a 
real focus for me over the last ten years – 
really understanding how to develop this 
strength in an organization. On a deeper 
level, this is what has taken me onto the 
path of studying questions relating to ethi-
cal leadership.

Organizational culture is about 

internalizing a shared vision, 

what’s important, how we’re 

going to do things, how we’re 

going to treat each other.A
A

QQ: What about relatively low natural 
gas prices?

A: We see it changing, but we don’t see gas 
markets and gas prices going to where they 
were before. If you look at the availabil-
ity of supply – given the introduction and 
application of proven technology, and also 
specifically the amount of resource that’s 
close to infrastructure, we expect that gas 
will recover but prices will remain well below 
historic highs. There will be cycles where 
there will be a lot of enthusiasm and it may 
feel like we are in something strong, but it’s 
all going to take a long time. The natural gas 
side is very, very challenging – there’s no 
question about that. For ARC Resources, for-
tunately we have an extraordinary base of 
high-quality assets and opportunities.

QQ: As an entrepreneur in this sec-
tor, where does the balance sheet 
fall within the overall success of the 
business?

A: A strong balance sheet offers optional-
ity and flexibility. It just seems that so many 
players get offside on this understanding. So 
many industry players and observers don’t 
have a sense of the value of balance sheet 
optionality, quite frankly, until it is too late.  
You can’t quantify the value – but it’s stra-
tegically important.  It’s also very important 
to have a deep, diverse base of assets and 
opportunities where you can shift invest-
ments from oil to gas and other areas within 
and across the province or elsewhere.
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A
QQ: Why did you establish the Cana-

dian Centre for Advanced Leadership 
in Business at the Haskayne School 
of Business, University of Calgary?

A: We need a more advanced understanding 
of leadership in business education, as well 
as a deeper understanding of ethical leader-
ship. The public has a heightened sensitivity 
to that issue right now. I have come to see 
and believe that if you’re going to build a 
successful company over a long period of 
time – ARC Financial for example has been 
in business for 24 years – that you have to 
have an ethical approach. You have to have 
a strong ethical foundation. 

The ethics that people tend to think about 
in business are often, sadly, more related 
to compliance and acting in accordance 
with law and regulations. But this is chang-
ing.  Most leaders are becoming much more 
sensitive to ethics involving stakeholders 
outside of the organization. This is clearly 
very important. But to sustain a success-
ful business, there has to also be a focus 
on internal ethics. This is the bedrock of a 
strong culture and sustained strong perfor-
mance. 

 What is important is the fairness that’s dem-
onstrated within your organization in the 
way we’re all treating each other – and that 
respect is shown for each and every per-
son regardless of position – and that there 
is caring and heart within the organization 
and your relationships. Very importantly, it’s 
also about being able to see the strengths 
that each person can bring. That creates an 
environment where work can feel very per-
sonal and where there is a sense of value 
and relevance. A

Q: As ARC Resources and ARC Financial 
embark on their next stage of growth, 
what’s you’re guiding philosophy?

A: You can’t just talk; you have to live and 
model the values and principles of great 
leadership. There is no magic around how 
to get people to step up their game. It takes 
time and it can prove very complicated. I 
would argue though that this is the primary 
responsibility of organizational leadership 
and yet it’s the least well understood and 
most difficult part of leadership to exe-
cute. If you can’t, as a leader, create a really 
strong organization with a performing cul-
ture, your balance sheet strength will not 
carry the day.

Culture becomes destiny in an organization. 
In the last year or two, much more research 
is coming out on this topic. I happened to 
stumble upon a few of these insights early 
on in my career. It’s enormously challenging 
for me to talk about it and for business lead-
ers to wrap their heads around how to do it, 
but there’s a lot more interest on this sub-
ject right now – more now than ever. My 
advice to entrepreneurs and emerging lead-
ers is to stay as focused as possible on the 
quality of your relationships and be curious 
about what’s going on around you. Ignite 
intense passion and curiosity, explore, and 
leadership capacity will follow. It will develop 
naturally as you learn.  BiC

Q

What is important is the fairness 

that’s demonstrated within your 

organization in the way we’re all 

treating each other – and that 

respect is shown for each and 

every person regardless of posi-

tion – and that there is caring and 

heart within the organization and 

your relationships.


