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SPOTLIGHT
This year’s Technology Spotlight

comes out as economic recovery
from a debilitating recession

gains momentum.
But recovery is hardly a word that

applies to this area’s technology sector.
While other sectors of the economy,
notably manufacturing, and particular-
ly the auto industry, have been devastat-
ed by the global slowdown, the local
technology community has barely
missed a beat.

There are parts of the tech sector that
are struggling, and certainly individual
companies face challenges, but the story
for much of the local high-tech industry
continues to be one of creating new
products, capturing new markets and
adding jobs.

The industry’s success in these diffi-
cult times reinforces some key notions –
that innovation drives success; that the
knowledge-based economy really does
have value; and that diversity is a won-
derful trait.

On that latter point, although Re-
search In Motion dominates headlines,
here and around the world, it is becom-
ing increasingly apparent that this
area’s tech sector is about much more
than smartphones. Our strength in the
fields of software, hardware, digital,
wireless, biotechnology and advanced
manufacturing is remarkable.

Efforts to turn this area into a digital
media powerhouse will build on that
diversity and position Canada to be at
the forefront of the digital revolution.
The drive to foster the creation of new
digital technologies and companies is
one of the exciting developments you
will read about in this year’s Technolo-
gy Spotlight.

One other observation is worth not-
ing. You will notice that quite a few of
the startups profiled in these pages were
launched by former employees of Re-
search In Motion. RIM has generated
incredible wealth, not to mention some
8,000 jobs in Waterloo, but it also is play-
ing a key role in business creation. RIM
owes a lot of its success to the University
of Waterloo; now, like UW, it is spinning
out new businesses.

I suppose success inspires success.
But all of this spinoff activity also is a
sign of the maturity and vibrancy of the
area’s tech sector. And that should give
everyone plenty of reason to believe we
will be in good shape when the next
recession rolls around.

Tech sector barely
missed a beat
By Ron DeRuyter

Ron DeRuyter is The Record’s business editor.
He can be reached at rderuyter@thecord.com
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Donal Byrne was lying on his
back in his basement at 4
a.m., his Blackberry set on

vibrate, catching a few winks while
he waited for the email. 

Bob Millar was on the other end,
tweaking the latest bit of software
that would power their creation,
Hippopost.com, a 21st century take on
that old idea, the postcard. The com-
ing months would offer more of these
sleepless nights: flying home on some
red-eye flight from the west coast,
trying to get back in time for work
that morning, juggling multiple
laptops and sealing deals on the fly.

These are the things you do when
you’re trying to launch a new compa-
ny on your own time – all while hold-
ing down day jobs at Research In
Motion and raising a young family. 

Maybe now the pair of marketers
can finally get some rest. Don’t bet on
it, though. In August, the co-founders
handed in their resignations to RIM
and began focusing exclusively on
Hippopost. Their creation, which
allows consumers to send postcards
from anywhere to anyone via the
internet or through their handheld
device, is no longer just an evening
and weekend thing. 

“I feel like I’ve been pregnant for
two years and I’ve finally given
birth,” says Byrne, Hippopost’s chief
executive officer.

Hippopost, located in downtown
Kitchener, is built around the new-
economy concept of free. The con-
sumer, who doesn’t pay anything, can
upload a photo, write a short mes-
sage and fill out an address. The
postage and the printing of the card
are paid for by the card’s sponsor, an
advertiser who gets their name put
on someone else’s mail. 

By August, after two years of oper-
ations, the company figured it had
sent between 80,000 and 90,000 of
these postcards. That’s just a small
slice of the estimated two billion post
cards that are sent in the U.S. each
year. Still, some big brands – from
Coke and Expedia to Mitsubishi and
TD Bank – have already jumped on
the concept and are coming back for
new marketing campaigns. 

“We’re slaying some elephants,”
as Byrne likes to say. “And we’re just
getting started.”

In some Hippopost formats, such
as those for Facebook or MySpace,
the sender is asked to choose the
advertiser they think the recipient
would like the most. In that sense, it’s
a marketer’s dream. Their postcards
are essentially endorsed by someone
the receiver knows, and can wind up
on someone’s fridge or in a family
scrapbook.

Millar, Hippopost’s chief of opera-
tions, likes to think it’s re-introduc-
ing the Facebook generation to their
grandparent’s instant messenger, the
postcard. “It’s cleverly disguising
direct marketing as personal corre-
spondence,” he says. 

In other formats, Hippopost does
the behind the scenes work and offers
customized postcards through anoth-
er company as part of a promotional
campaign. One client, Mitsubishi,
uses the firm’s software to send a
postcard to all recent buyers showing
a photo of them with their new car. 

The software behind Hippopost
can work for international ad cam-
paigns and hyper-local ones, too.
Using postal code databases, the
postcards can run an ad from spon-
sors within an hour of the receiver’s
home, such as a pizza shop. The com-
pany says its expansion plans mean
that the cards will eventually be
printed and mailed as close to the
recipient as possible, cutting down
its carbon footprint, though for now,
the cards are printed in either Auro-
ra or Washington, D.C.

Handheld applications mean
consumers can use Hippopost soft-

ware through their mobile phone,
from anywhere in the world. Es-
sentially, you could take a photo of
yourself on a beach in Mexico, in-
stantly turn it into a postcard and
have it mailed to a friend – all for free,
and all without leaving the beach.
They key is in the database software
the creators spent all those sleepless
nights perfecting. 

“There’s a lot of secret sauce that’s
gone into making this work and look
easy,” Millar says. 

When they started out two years
ago, Byrne says, would-be clients
were often hesitant to give their
brand image over to a consumer who
chose what photo to print and what
message to send. But websites like
Facebook have helped ease compa-
nies into the idea of consumer-gener-
ated content, he says, and companies
are starting to recognize the power of
personal endorsements offered by
products like Hippopost. 

There are some filters, of course.
Each and every photo uploaded to
Hippopost is scanned by an employee
looking for offensive images. And
software programs check the post-
card’s messages for inappropriate
content. They can even be adjusted to
the specific advertiser, so a sender
couldn’t talk about how much they
love Pepsi on a postcard sponsored by
Coca-Cola, for instance. 

Hippopost has five employees,
including president Rob Shields, but

the pair seeing it growing to 20 and 30
staff. Until now, it had been a quasi-
virtual company – it borrowed office
space from corporate friends when it
needed to hold a meeting, and much
of its construction had taken place
out of sight, in basements.

After nominally being based in
Guelph, where Millar lives — Byrne
notes that Hippopost’s genesis goes
back to a meeting he and Millar had
in a parking lot after the Guelph Jazz
Festival – the company recently set
up shop in an old house in downtown
Kitchener. “It was a great opportuni-
ty here for leasing this,” says Byrne.
“It just kind of happened.”

Although Hippopost could have
stayed in Guelph, he notes that there
are benefits to having an address in
technology rich Waterloo Region.
“Being located in the heart of Cana-
da’s technology triangle, we might as
well take advantage of that.”

Byrne and Millar won’t talk reve-
nues or say what the postcards cost
the advertisers – only that it’s more
expensive than direct mail. Their
margins are healthy, they say, and
growth has been strong enough they
could afford to leave the security of
RIM and its healthy salaries and
strike out on their own. 

Leaving RIM was a bit of a leap of
faith, the pair says. But it’s been fun,
too. “It’s a scary proposition,” admits
Millar. “But, at the same time, we’re
just over the moon.”

DAVID BEBEE, RECORD STAFF

Rob Shields (left), president of Hippopost, and company co-founders Donal Byrne and Bob Millar have put a "new
economy" spin on direct marketing using "old world" postcards.

Postcards with a high-tech twist 

y Hippopost website: hippopost.com

y Founders: Donal Byrne and Bob

Millar
y Employees: 5
y How it works: Consumers get a

free, personalized postcard, sent

wherever they like.
y Postcards sent: Almost 90,000 in

two years.

By Greg Mercer, Special to The Record
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It’s been an exciting year for
Waterloo Region’s technology
community. We’ve grown to

more than 550 firms, employing
more than 28,000 people — a num-
ber that is increasing at a rate of
seven per cent a year — and con-
tributing $15 billion-plus to nation-
al gross domestic product. And
we’re still growing.

Waterloo Region tech is in the
news constantly, with funding
announcements, visits from gov-
ernment heavy hitters as well as
tech icons. Steve “The Woz” Woz-
niak, co-founder of Apple Comput-
er, made a stop in Waterloo to ‘talk
tech’ in August. Agfa HealthCare
received $29.6 million from Ontar-
io’s Next Generation of Jobs Fund
to support job creation and R&D in
Waterloo and Toronto. And Fortune
magazine’s 2009 Top 100 Fastest
Growing Companies list includes
two homegrown Waterloo Region
success stories in the top 20. Re-
search In Motion has the No. 1spot,
and Open Text is No. 15. 

We’ve also been the subject of
much attention from other tech
clusters and government partners,
who are eager to find out just what
convergence of factors is contribut-
ing to the momentum of our tech
sector. We’re being asked to show
other communities “how we do
what we do” and offer a blueprint
for success – engaging with commu-
nities from Windsor to Ottawa, and
from Atlanta to Denver. 

We gladly share our “secret
sauce” with other tech clusters. But
it’s not always easy to replicate. 

One thing we do well here is
mentor the next generation of en-
trepreneurs. Waterloo Region’s
tech ecosystem has supported more
than 200 startups through business
coaching and providing access to
funding – both private and public. 

A second key ingredient is cul-
ture. Every year we attract more
than 4,000 people to Entrepreneur
Week in Waterloo Region – encour-
aging innovation and entrepre-
neurial spirit by offering tools for
success, and connecting founders

to strategic
partners and
sources of
capital. We
celebrate our
entrepre-
neurial histo-
ry through
the Waterloo
Region En-
trepreneur
Hall of Fame.
The energet-
ic mash-up of
individuals
from all
sectors of the
economy helps raise the profile of
the region as the best place on earth
to start a company. This year, we’ll
celebrate Entrepreneur Week from
Nov. 16-22. 

Finally, we’re successful in
building a strong tech cluster be-
cause we keep an eye on the future.
In January, Communitech and its
partners in the Canadian Digital
Media Network received funding of
$10.7 million from the federal gov-
ernment to link together Canada’s
digital media clusters. We’re fo-
cused on digital media as the future
of Canada’s information and com-
munication technologies industry.
We’ll bring together world-class
researchers from the private, pub-
lic and academic sectors to work
with funders, entrepreneurs and
large corporations to move digital
media technologies forward – and
to capture the economic benefits for
Canada.

So what’s our secret?
As a community, we are focused

on accomplishment, on building
capacity, on succeeding together.
We’re weathering the economic
downturn, maintaining and even
hiring while other tech clusters feel
the pinch. Our character is bril-
liantly contradictory, but it works
for us. We’re pragmatic and vi-
sionary. We’re collaborative and
entrepreneurial. We’re single-
minded and flexible. And we, as
Canada’s tech sector to watch, are
showing the nation how it’s done.

The world is watching
Waterloo’s tech sector

COMMUNITECH

Iain Klugman is
president and chief
executive officer of
Communitech.

Ontario’s manufacturing
sector grew to be a powerful
beast by adopting new tech-

nologies. Despite being the third
most important manufacturing
region in North America (after
California and Texas, each of which
has a much larger population), and
representing half of Canadian
manufacturing output, the recent
slowing of demand is causing
doubts to creep into a sector that
once had a winning attitude.

Other regions of the world have
adopted the same technologies that
grew Ontario’s manufacturing
sector and some compete with
other advantages, such as labour
costs and scale.

How do we respond?
Our region has tremendous

assets in manufacturing. I don’t
just mean punch presses, lathes
and dies. 

We have, above all, very skilled
and experienced people who know
how to make things, buy raw mate-
rials, hire and develop people, man-
age money, use information tech-
nology to work smarter, sell stuff
and move products to market.
These assets took decades to build.
They are still here, but if we don’t
act soon we will lose them. 

Biotechnology could be the very
thing we are looking for, the very
technology that will keep Ontario
at the front of the race.

When we see the world’s largest
auto foam manufacturer using
soybeans to replace petroleum-
based resins, and the world’s larg-
est fibre manufacturer using mate-
rials from starchy plants to make
carpet that is better than Nylon, the
potential of biotechnology starts to
become apparent.

For many people, biotechnology
means creating new pills to treat
disease and better crops that fight
insects without the need for pesti-
cides. But the latest action and
investment in the field of biotech-
nology is in materials and “green”
technologies.

Replacing petroleum-based
materials with materials derived

from plants
not only
reduces
reliance on a
single, vola-
tile feed-
stock, the
plant-based
materials
can be ligh-
ter, cheaper,
stronger and
more resil-
ient. As an
added bene-
fit, they can
actually take
carbon out of
the air, rather than adding to the
excess we already have.

Biomaterials are being used in
furniture, car parts, appliances,
construction materials, adhesives,
coatings and even electronics. How
about a “green” BlackBerry case
made from Ontario crops? That
would give new meaning to the
slogan: Buy local, buy fresh.

Biotechnology and the bioecono-
my mean actually making stuff that
you can hold in your hands. That’s
what Ontario is skilled at doing so
let’s keep doing it, with new materi-
als and for new markets. Let’s not
lose the people, the leadership, the
skills, the investment in plants and
equipment, the trusted relation-
ships, and all that day-to-day ex-
pertise that keeps the wheels turn-
ing smoothly.

Every business that works in
manufacturing owes it to itself to
get out there and see what’s hap-
pening in the new bioeconomy. The
federal and Ontario governments
have generous funding and tax
credit programs to help with devel-
opment costs and market devel-
opment.

Maybe your tools and processes
will work with these new materials.
Maybe not. But our manufacturers
achieved success by using technolo-
gy. 

So what is the next technology
that could make you successful? It
might be biotechnology.

Biotechnology will grow
Ontario manufacturing

RECORD NEWS SERVICES FILE 

Jim Wadleigh is the
executive director of
Guelph Partnership
for Innovation.
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The small earpiece comes in an
array of stylish colours from
sleek black and polished silver

to sapphire blue and deep purple.
It looks like a device young profes-

sionals might wear in order to wire-
lessly listen to their MP3 player or
cellphone. This device does, in fact,
serve that purpose. 

But first and foremost, it is a hear-
ing aid.

It is latest product from Unitron
Hearing. It comes with wireless
control so that a person with hearing
loss can adjust the settings discreetly,
in order to hear better in a restau-
rant, for example. It can also be con-
nected via Bluetooth technology to
take a cellphone call or listen to an
MP3 player.

The product illustrates how Uni-
tron, a hearing aid manufacturer
that began in Kitchener 45 years ago,
has evolved into a high-tech company
that uses Waterloo Region’s software
engineering talent to bring the won-
ders of digital signal processing to
the human ear.

“The product life cycle in our
industry right now is around 18
months, so it is a lot like the smart-
phone,” says Unitron’s president,
Cameron Hay. In fact, just like smart-
phone manufacturers, Unitron has
several projects on the go at the same
time; it works on the next evolution of
the technology even as it releases its
latest product.

Unitron was started in 1964 by
Fred Stork and two partners. Accord-
ing to family lore, Stork was in the
business of repairing televisions
when someone came in with a hear-
ing aid that needed to be fixed. He
found the technology interesting and
the Unitron hearing aid business was
begun.

Early hearing aids were really just
amplifiers. They would amplify noise
along with the conversations, so
people with hearing loss generally
hated using them. Users complained
that while the devices might work in
a quiet setting with someone speak-
ing directly to them, they weren’t
practical in social settings like a
restaurant or a granddaughter’s

wedding. The early hearing aids
were also uncomfortable to wear and
didn’t work well when the user an-
swered the telephone.

All of that began to change with
the advent of powerful, tiny comput-
er chips and software algorithms that
can detect human speech in real time
and extract that speech from back-
ground noise.

In 2001, after hearing aids made
the technological leap into digital
signal processing, Unitron was sold

to the Swiss-based Phonak Group. It
was maintained as a distinct compa-
ny with a base in Kitchener, where it
employs 190 people who do research
and development, including proto-
typing and early stage manufactur-
ing, as well as product branding and
marketing. 

Unitron, which employs 700 peo-
ple in offices around the world, sells
hearing aid products in about 70
countries. Despite the global reces-
sion, it has done well because of its
advanced technology, Hay says, add-
ing that there is enormous growth
potential in emerging markets like
India and China.

In many ways, Unitron was the
anchor tenant in what became Cana-
da’s hearing aid hub. A number of
other hearing technology companies
also found a home in Waterloo Region
over the years. Siemens, part of the
German electronics giant, Siemens
AG, opened Siemens Hearing In-

struments in Cambridge in 1991.
Bernafon Canada, owned by Swiss
parent Bernafon AG, bought Dahl-
berg Electronics in Kitchener, the
Canadian office of a U.S.-based hear-
ing aid company launched by a for-
mer Unitron employee. Unitron was
also the parent company of a spinoff,
Dspfactory Ltd. in Waterloo, which
became a medical chip design centre
for Arizona-based ON Semiconduc-
tor Corp.

Having that development base in
Waterloo Region gives Unitron an
enormous advantage, Hay says. “It
really goes to our sweet spot of being
able to develop great innovative
technology. Our products are soft-
ware-oriented and very technology-
oriented and we have great skills that
we can access here. Some of the best
people in our industry are right
here.”

Unitron Hearing goes high tech in small way

MATHEW McCARTHY, RECORD STAFF

Cameron Hay, president of Unitron Hearing, holds one of the company’s Moxi digital hearing aids.

By Rose Simone, Record staff

IN QUOTES CAMERON HAY
UNITRON’S PRESIDENT

“That product was really a leap forward
in terms of the capabilities of hearing
aids. It has provided users with the
ability to hear in a variety of situations
better than any other product on the
market.”

Unitron continued on page 9



YOUR BUSINESS NEEDS 
ARE DIVERSE 

To be successful in a rapidly developing industry, you need a legal partner as diverse  
as you are. Borden Ladner Gervais LLP is equipped to address your business needs.

BLG’s local legal team is dedicated to providing you with innovative, top-quality service  
and has the unique energy and experience necessary to achieve the best possible results.  
Our professionals offer a full range of corporate and tech law services including tech  
licensing and transfer, software development contracts, distribution, reseller, OEM and  
end-user agreements.

Lawyers  |  Patent & Trade-mark Agents  |  Borden Ladner Gervais LLP is an Ontario Limited Liability Partnership.

R001518052

TRANSFORMING IDEAS TECHNOLOGY SPOTLIGHT 2009 9

Those skills are the reason Uni-
tron received a 2009 Premier’s Cata-
lyst award for being the company
with the best innovation. The pro-
vincial Ministry of Research and
Innovation honoured the company
for its Yuu hearing system, which
took hearing aid technology to a new
level due to state-of-the art digital
processing and the amount of control
it put into user’s hands. 

A person who has a slight difficul-
ty hearing in a restaurant, for ex-
ample, can now discreetly pull out a
small remote control that fits in the
palm of the hand. With an easy-to-use
scroll wheel, he or she can make
small adjustments to the hearing aid
that allows them to hear the con-
versation better in a particular envi-
ronment. 

The system is able to “learn” what
settings a person prefers, so the next
time the person is in that environ-
ment, the hearing aid will automat-
ically adjust itself to his or her prefer-
ences. “That product was really a
leap forward in terms of the capabili-
ties of hearing aids,” Hay says. “It has
provided users with the ability to
hear in a variety of situations better
than any other product on the mar-
ket.”

The flexibility and user control
also makes it easier for hearing aid

professionals to fit the hearing aids.
“They don’t have to second guess
what that person would like,” Hay
says.

Since the Yuu was developed in
2007, the company has added new
features. The latest version, called
Passport, is “a smarter, better and
smaller hearing aid,” that also in-
cludes the ability to connect to devic-
es such as smartphones or MP3 play-
ers, Hay says.

Ara Talaslian, Unitron’s vice-
president of research and devel-
opment, describes today’s hearing
aids as “a digital sound system driv-
en by two little computers on the
ears.” 

There are layers of software, in-
cluding basic programming running
the chip and digital sound processing
that does things like noise reduction,
as well as fitting software that allows
the audiologist to tailor the hearing
aid to a specific individual.

All of this technology has to work
with a tiny battery that can drive this
acoustical power, and it needs to
sound good and prevent problems
like feedback when using a tele-
phone.

Finally, comfort is a prime consid-
eration. “People will not adopt an
instrument unless it is comfortable
and discreet,” Talaslian says, adding
that venting for the ear and keeping
hearing aids “as open as possible” so

people don’t feel like they are wear-
ing earplugs are extremely impor-
tant. The company does field trials
with the patients of hearing aid pro-
fessionals. “We do months of patient
validation before we say it is com-
plete,” Talaslian says.

The industry is fast moving so
Unitron is under pressure to come
out with new products virtually
every six months. “We have two, or
usually three, big projects on the go
and even while we are delivering one
product, we are testing another one,”
Talaslian says.

Although the hearing aid is a
medical device, lifestyle is the focus
of much of Unitron’s marketing.

Savvy, image-conscious baby
boomers expect hearing aids to look
and feel good, as well work properly.
“Eyeglasses have become a fashion
statement and the same thing should
happen with hearing aids,” Hay says,
adding that Unitron’s huge selection
of styles has helped the company
compete in the marketplace.

Hay notes that hearing loss is
more difficult to address than cor-
recting poor eyesight because it
involves damage to the tiny hair cells
that send electrical signals to the
auditory nerve fibres. Those cells
can’t be replaced, “so we can’t claim
to allow you to hear like a 20-year-old
again, but we can help people live full
lives without having to withdraw

from social situations.” 
Haring aids will continue to be-

come smarter and more sophisticat-
ed, Hay says. They will continue to
become smaller and “they will be
able to sample the environment in
much more powerful ways and ex-
tract even more of the target signal
away from the background noise.”

Baby boomers increasingly will
want to use their hearing aids to
connect to smartphones, MP3 players
and other digital devices. But Hay
doesn’t envision a day when people
will buy hearing aids along with
their cellphones at mobile phone
stores or electronics shops.

“People with hearing loss will still
need the support of a hearing health-
care professional because as hearing
loss becomes more severe, it might
cause them more harm if they don’t
have that support,” he says.

Nevertheless, the greater control
and flexibility in the way hearing
aids are used will make these devices
a more integral part of people’s life-
styles in the future.

“The baby boomers have high
demands for both their work and
their social lives,” Hay says. “A lot of
people are working longer and don’t
want to retire or become reclusive. So
if they have a hearing loss, then a
hearing aid just makes a lot of sense.”

‘A smarter, better and smaller hearing aid’
Unitron continued from page 8

rsimone@therecord.com
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Technology startups rarely
have a lot of money and Miovi-
sion was no exception. 

In the early days, the four employ-
ees worked out of each other’s hous-
es. Fresh out of the University of
Waterloo’s engineering program,
they couldn’t afford an office. Work-
ing conditions were far from ideal.
They were scattered across the re-
gion.

At the same time, they felt cut off
from the rest of the world. There was
no one else to bounce ideas off, no one
to gain inspiration from. It was a
lonely quest. 

In April of 2006, they moved into a
new office on UW’s north campus.
Suddenly, they had office furniture,
phones, a photocopier, printer, shred-
der, whiteboards, internet access,
free software, meeting rooms, securi-
ty staff, a receptionist, even a book-
keeper to do payroll. They were in
startup heaven. Better still, the office
was filled with fellow entrepreneurs.
They met over lunch or coffee in the
cafeteria, compared notes, traded
tips. The loneliness waned.

That new office was the Acceler-
ator Centre, a new initiative for Wa-
terloo Region designed to help early-
stage companies like Miovision that
had an idea and a business plan.

Miovision co-founders Kurtis
McBride and Tony Brijpaul had
come up with a good one — ground-
breaking software to help cities col-

lect and analyze traffic data at in-
tersections using cameras rather
than people. But they didn’t know
where to go with it. They were engi-
neering geeks, more at home work-
ing with hard drives and software
code than marketing plans and bal-
ance sheets.

The staff at the Accelerator Centre
swung into action. They brought in
sales and marketing advisers, human
resources professionals, intellectual-
property experts and potential angel
investors. They told them about
government funding programs.
Doors opened that were previously
closed.

Bobbi Holte, former chief finan-
cial officer for a technology company,
on staff at the centre, met with them
three to four times a day. She cracked
the whip. No more tinkering with
product. Time to take it to market.
Meanwhile, the geeks broadened
their skills. McBride blossomed from

an engineer into CEO.
The strategy worked. Miovision’s

staff grew from four to 19 people. Its
space at the Accelerator Centre was
bursting at the seams. In November
2008, two and half years after moving
in, the company left. Miovision prod-
ucts now roll off the line at a plant on
Otonabee Drive in Kitchener.

Looking back on those days at the
Accelerator Centre, McBride says
without equivocation, they helped
“tremendously.” The centre “does a
great job of connecting entrepre-
neurs with all the resources they
need. They certainly accelerated our
growth.”

The Accelerator Centre opened
with great fanfare in May 2006. A
crowd of more than 400 packed the
sparkling new building in UW’s Re-
search and Technology Park. Digni-
taries and high-profile politicians
attended. Cameras flashed. Speeches
were made. Great things were expec-
ted. It’s going to be “the crucible of
entrepreneurship,” said Gerry
Thompson, chair of the facility’s
board of directors at the time.

The opening was the culmination
of several years of planning. The
federal and provincial governments,
the Region of Waterloo, the City of
Waterloo and UW kicked in funding.

The goal was to nurture technolo-
gy innovators, the best and brightest
from the area’s universities, colleges
and community at large. They could
become tomorrow’s Mike Lazaridis,

Jim Balsillie or Bill Gates. Bold
words were used. The facility would
be “a world-renowned centre for the
cultivation of technological entrepre-
neurship,” its website proclaimed.

In reality, local officials were
behind the times. The first business
incubator opened in 1959 in Batavia,
NY. Today there are roughly 5,000
worldwide, including more than 80
across Canada, all members of the
Canadian Association of Business
Incubation.

But the local centre was not to be
“an incubator,” the founders
stressed. Giving birth wasn’t the
idea. Starry-eyed grads with vague
ideas and big dreams need not apply.
Tenants had to have a product nearly
ready to go and revenue, whether
from government funding or sales, to
pay the rent. Space wasn’t free at the
Accelerator Centre.

The aim was not just to accelerate
the growth of new technology compa-
nies and commercialize their prod-
ucts. These future titans of technolo-
gy had to bring a “demonstrable
economic benefit” to the Waterloo-
South Wellington area, not Ottawa or
Boston or Silicon Valley.

Since 2006, more than 25 would-be
entrepreneurs have set up shop at the
facility. Technology applications
have run the gamut from basketball
to blackjack, medical devices to mar-
keting solutions. 

Accelerator Centre offers fuel to startups

RECORD STAFF

Tom Corr (left), chief executive officer of the Accelerator Centre, and Tim Ellis, director of operations, draw on their experience to help tech startups grow.

Accelerator Centre: Opened:

April 2006
Annual budget: $1.2 million
Staff: 6 full-time, 1 part time
Funding: 60% from the province

through the Ministry of Research

and Innovation and the Ontario

Centres of Excellence; 40% from

rent paid by tenants

Entrepreneurs continued on page 12

By Chuck Howitt, Record staff
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The NCR building on Weber Street North may look 
very ordinary on the outside but what’s happening 
inside is quite extraordinary.  The biggest names 
in the nancial services industry regularly travel to 
Waterloo to see rst hand the work NCR’s research 
and development team is doing to transform the way 
deposits & payments are handled around the world.
   Their technology has contributed to the fascinating 
evolution of the payment process as we progressed 
from being served at a teller window to using an 
ATM machine, to signing onto online banking and 
to the very latest innovation – depositing cheques 
via your smart phone. With more than 225 patents to 
their credit, they understand innovation. Their list of 
achievements and awards is long.
   NCR prides itself on being at the center of the self-
service revolution, strategically poised and ready 
to partner with industry leaders who are focused on 
increasing revenues, building customer loyalty and 
lowering their cost of operations, while satisfying 
their clients who demand fast, easy and convenient 
options.

The Waterloo team has been a 
key player in supporting 

NCR’s corporate vision as it 
has evolved into the leader in 

global self-service. 

A member of the Waterloo business/technology 
community since 1972, NCR Payment Solutions is a 
global leader in the development of imaging, deposit 
& payment solutions for banks, bank customers and 
national institutions (e.g. Central Banks) around the 
world.  Their products include ATM’s, bank back-
of ce hardware and software solutions and branch 
hardware and software solutions.  NCR sells solutions 
that include hardware, software and services for 
ATMs, bank front and back of ce, central process-
ing, as well as remote capture solutions, self service 
solutions linking consumers and  businesses to their 

nancial institution. Their clients include institutions 
of all sizes, in many countries, in the fastest growing 
economies around the globe, including right here in 
Canada.   The team is made up of dedicated engineers, 
project managers, marketing and product managers, 
purchasing, quality assurance, customer support and 
administration associates, as well as customer order 
processing and ful llment, contract management and 
global operations.  The senior management team of 
Denis Bergeron, Sue Carreon, and John Busch live 
and work in the Waterloo region.  All are graduates of 
area universities.
   Processing payments is an arduous and costly affair 
for nancial service organizations around the world. 
They are always in search of the latest innovation to 
place them one step ahead of their competition.  Most 
people have no idea what happens to their transaction 
after it’s been passed off to the teller or inserted into 
the ATM.  It’s a complicated sequence of matching 
up transactions with various types of payments which 
usually involve some type of paper – whether it’s 
currency, cheque, money order, etc.   NCR’s ap-
plications are mission critical…not only to the bank 
but to their customers too.  If these systems aren’t 
operating 100% of the time, accounts aren’t updated, 
funds aren’t available, cheques are returned NSF and 
mortgage payments are missed.  NCR takes this chal-
lenge seriously.     
   NCR’s solutions have allowed nancial institutions 
to migrate from a costly & labour intensive paper-

based environment to an environment where the 
paper transactions are captured electronically at the 
earliest possible point and the image is transmitted 
electronically to begin the clearing & settlement 
process.
   For the institutions, this reduces courier costs, 
multiple handling of the deposits, provides supe-
rior and quick research capabilities and a reduction 
of fraudulent transactions.  For the consumer, this 
provides quicker access to their funds, the ability to 
deposit from any location and offers a convenience 
not previously available.

About 80 per cent of all
deposits around the world are 

supported by NCR’s Deposit & 
Payment Solution technologies.

“Using NCR image technology to convert a cheque 
or other nancial document into electronic form 
allows banks to offer more services to its clients.  
Our Waterloo developers focus their efforts on 
digitizing payments and deposits in the branch, 
back of ce, at the ATM and even at a business or 
home of ce.,” says Sue Carreon, Director of Media 
Handling for NCR.
   “Handling physical pieces of paper is becoming a 
thing of the past.   There are many more 
opportunities for businesses and consumers to take 
advantage of the convenience of digital images and 
data online.,” adds Carreon.
   Instead of physically moving paper from 
branch-to-branch, from bank-to-bank and into the 
clearing system, which delays the clearing of any 

nancial transaction, nancial institutions can 
process a transaction electronically by presenting 
the image for payment over their shared networks 
across Canada and around the world.
   “Countries around the world are automating their 
payments infrastructure to ensure that when 
consumers deposit their payment one day, they are 
recorded accurately and applied to the right 
accounts the next day,” says Denis Bergeron, 
Director of Product Management for NCR.  “This 
provides so many bene ts to nancial institutions. 
It improves the customer experience because 
transactions are processed faster, statements can 
be sent electronically and their payments can be 
viewed via online banking reducing the back and 
forth delivery of paper.  Banks can also detect and 
reduce fraudulent activity at the ATM, the bank 
branch or wherever paper-based payments are 

conducted.”These advances in imaging continue to 
usher in many fascinating changes that make bank-
ing much simpler for consumers.  Adds John Busch, 
Director of Engineering:

“The market is demanding cost 
effective 

convenience and NCR 
is delivering.

We are aggressively deploying remote deposit cap-
ture (RDC) applications to the marketplace.  (These 
are branded NCR APTRA™ Passport). This means 
bringing technology and applications which deliver 
cheque capture to anyone, at any time, anywhere.
For instance, if you are “on the go”, you can now 
capture & transmit deposits to your accounts on your 
smart phone or from your home of ce using a at
bed scanner.   No new hardware is needed.  If you 
are a small business or commercial customer of a 
bank, you can capture & transmit deposits using one 
of NCR’s scanners.  You no longer need to make that 
trip to a physical bank to make a deposit.  However, 
if you do visit a bank, the ATM and branch may also 
be using NCR’s capture software.”  
And while NCR’s Waterloo organization has tra-
ditionally developed solutions for nancial institu-
tions, 2010 proves to be an exciting year as the team 
continues to explore how their solutions can be 
transferred beyond the nancial sector. They have a 
keen eye on the retail sector to simplify their various 
payment processes.
   The team is proud of their contributions and 
they’re always in search of the best and bright-
est from the various educational institutions in the 
region. As a strong member of the community, their 
employees give back in so many ways including 
annual contributions to the Food Bank, United Way, 
many cancer fund raisers, Backpacks for Kids, and 
Operation Christmas Child.
    In the spring they’ll be leaving their Weber Street 
facility to set up shop in new of ce space. As one 
of the region’s long standing businesses, they’re 
looking forward to the future and continuing to be a 
shining example of Canadian innovation.

   NCR Canada Ltd., Waterloo Exporting Canadian
       innovation around the world

Image technology has changed the consumer 
experience at the ATM.  Envelopes no longer 

required.  ATM receipt shows image 
of cheque deposited

Denis Bergeron, Director of Product 
Management, demonstrates NCR’s Remote
 Deposit Capture (RDC) technology that 

allows consumers to use their smart photo to 
deposit their cheques.
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There’s product analysis and
disease analysis. One company
makes components for semiconduc-
tors, another video games for teens
and twentysomethings. Ideas range
from the lofty — an intelligent search
engine — to the practical —software
enabling property managers to bet-
ter manage their rental units.

Many of the tenants are fresh-
faced grads with well-rounded re-
sumes. Some have double-barrelled
degrees in computer engineering and
business administration. Others
haven’t strode the halls of academia
since the 1980s. They’re battle-hard-
ened veterans with at least one start-
up or years of work at other compa-
nies under their belt. Only about half
the applicants gain admission. “I’ve
got six or seven very strong compa-
nies waiting to get in,” says director
of operations Tim Ellis.

Tenants aren’t there to run their
own show. They must be willing to
learn and take advice. “We’re not just
landlords,” says chief executive offi-
cer Tom Corr.

He brings impressive credentials
to the job. Words such as founder,
CEO and director of commercializa-
tion appear frequently on his resume
of 30-plus years. A second job as vice-
president of commercialization at

UW takes half his time. It gives him a
front-row seat on the entrepreneurs
of tomorrow. Taking ideas to market
is his raison d’être.

Ellis brings something else to the
table. He’s started a company and
failed. Handshake VR had the revolu-
tionary idea of basing computer
applications on the sense of touch. It
was too far ahead of its time. But
failure is often the best teacher. And
Ellis has successful stints at other

tech firms under his belt.
Including Corr and Ellis, a staff of

seven runs the centre. A much larger
army of support personnel is at their
beck and call, including a phalanx of
in-house entrepreneurs recruited
from the ranks of executives in the
area; outside mentors who pop in for
one-day sessions; an entrepreneur-
ship council of business leaders in
the community and strategic part-
ners from the local technology asso-

ciation, private sector and senior
levels of government who all have
offices in the same building. 

A board of directors, including the
presidents of the three area universi-
ties and one community college,
keeps a hand on the tiller.

With resources like that, failure
seems impossible. It happens, al-
though not frequently. A few compa-
nies have quietly shut down and left,
felled by lack of customers, capital or
patent issues, says Corr.

Despite all these resources, only
three companies – Miovision, Primal
Fusion and Energent – have officially
graduated from the centre. Launch-
ing a startup can’t be rushed, it
seems. The average stay at a business
incubator in the U.S. is 33 months,
according to a study there.

The graduation rate doesn’t sur-
prise the grads. Only one in 10 tech
startups typically survives, says
McBride of Miovision.

Another Accelerator Centre grad-
uate agrees. Primal Fusion, which
makes thought-networking software
for the internet, spent two and half
years at the centre. “If anybody
thinks you can go in there and out in
six months, it’s not going to happen,”
say chief executive officer Yvan Cou-
ture.

Accelerator Centre’s Corr:‘We’re not just landlords’

MATHEW McCARTHY, RECORD STAFF

More than 25 startups have set up shop in the Accelerator Centre since it
opened in the University of Waterloo Research and Technology Park in 2006.

Entrepreneurs continued from page 10

chowitt@therecord.com
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Agfa 
HealthCare
Chris Smith has seen a lot of software in his 
time. The research and development manager 
for Agfa HealthCare’s Waterloo R&D cen-
tre has worked in the industry for more than 
25 years, developing and commercializing 
software for companies ranging from small 
startups to established giants like IBM Can-
ada. He’s proud of the products he’s helped 
create. But since joining Agfa HealthCare last 
June, he says his work suddenly seems more 
meaningful. Call it software with soul. Agfa 
HealthCare’s advanced medical digital imag-
ing technology is used in 1,900 hospitals, labs 
and clinics around the world, with 320 instal-
lations in Canada alone. That not only makes 
a difference for patients, but for the people at 
Agfa HealthCare who develop the technology. 
“I’ve worked for other companies, and you 
always wonder if you’ve really helped the hu-
man race,” says Smith. 

“At Agfa, I can say we’ve 
helped save people’s lives 
and improve their lives by 

contributing to faster 
diagnosis and treatment. 
That’s really core to what 
motivates people here.”

That quest to help others by constantly 
improving technology has made Toronto-
based Agfa Canada a market leader. The 
company, a division of Belgium-based 
imaging giant Agfa-Gevaert Group, employs 
about 320 people in Canada and accounts for 
55 per cent of the market for picture archiving 
and communication systems. PACS (Picture 
Archiving and Communication System) are 
being used increasingly by hospitals and 
clinics as they make the transition from fi lm 
to digital medical imaging, including X-rays, 
ultrasounds and CT scans. Agfa Health-
Care PACS, which can cost anywhere from 
$250,000 to $1 million to install, have also 
achieved dominant market share in Europe 
and Australia. As a centre of excellence for the 
company’s medical imaging R&D, Waterloo is 
a critical part of the company’s global opera-
tions.
And it’s about to become more important. 
Earlier this year, Agfa Canada announced 
plans for a $200-million expansion of its 
Waterloo facility and the creation of 100 

new jobs. The investment 
includes $29.6 million from 
Ontario’s Next Generation 
of Jobs Fund. 
Agfa is looking to expand 
and is actively looking for 
a new facility.  “The goal 
with the expansion is really 
to spur on our next-generation platforms,” 
says Jeff Nesbitt, the director of external col-
laborations for Agfa HealthCare. “And on the 
research side, we’re fully, 100-per-cent com-
mitted to Waterloo Region.”
The increased R&D effort is aimed at develop-
ing new applications for the company’s range 
of digital medical imaging products. Agfa 
HealthCare is putting special emphasis on the 
growing fi elds of e-health and regional health, 
in which hospitals share resources to improve 
effi ciency and patient care. 
By year’s end, about 160 R&D personnel 
at the Waterloo centre of excellence will be 
working across the site’s product portfolio, 
including Agfa HealthCare’s IMPAX brand of 
picture archiving and communication systems, 
used in facilities like Kitchener’s St. Mary’s 
General Hospital. Waterloo is also the research 
home for the company’s IMPAX Data Centre 
– a multi-hospital storage centre for medi-
cal images and diagnostic information – and 
Talk Station, a voice-recognition system that 
records a radiologist’s dictated diagnosis, con-
verts it into text, and fi les it with the relevant 
image. As a major centre in Agfa HealthCare’s 
worldwide R&D organization, Waterloo works 
with sites like Shanghai and Gent, Belgium to 
deliver multi-product solutions and develop 
new technologies. The transition from fi lm to 
digital technology has revolutionized medi-
cal imaging, says Smith. “What used to take 
hours,” he says, “now takes minutes.”
As the company’s expansion suggests, demand 
for the technology is rapidly growing in Can-
ada and around the world. In Ontario, all hos-
pitals now use digital imaging technology, but 
imaging centres and private clinics, which ac-
count for about 40 per cent of medical images, 
still use fi lm. In hospitals, digital imaging 
is spreading beyond radiology to areas such 
as mammography and cardiology. Provinces 
are pushing hospitals to form regional image 
archiving systems like the Hospital Diagnos-
tic Imaging Repository Services (HDIRS), 
made up of 23 Ontario hospital corporations 
comprising 35 health facilities. By sharing, 
hospitals can save up to half the cost of keep-
ing their own archive. And while the move to 

electron-
ic health records and services has been 
slow and sometimes fraught with controversy, 
the federal and provincial governments are 
determined to move ahead. “At the end of 
the day, you want your doctor to be able to 
access everything,” says Dave Wilson, Agfa 
HealthCare’s vice-president, sales and service. 
“Tying all this together becomes the key for 
better patient care.”
These days, one of the company’s biggest 
challenges is fi nding the skilled workers it 
needs to keep up with the growth. People with 
backgrounds in software development and 
testing, clinical work, technical support, proj-
ect management, and fi nance are frequently 
in demand, says Wilson. With more than 700 
technology fi rms in Waterloo Region and 
Guelph, the hunt for tech talent is particularly 
competitive. To attract younger candidates and 
raise their awareness of health technology, 
Agfa HealthCare last year launched a compe-
tition challenging students at the University of 
Waterloo and Conestoga College to invent an 
innovative technology solution for a signifi -
cant healthcare problem. The winners received 
an all-expenses paid trip to Belgium to present 
their proposal to Agfa-Gevaert’s global CEO. 
This year, the contest was expanded to all On-
tario colleges and universities, and it may go 
national next year. “We’ve done a lot of work 
to recruit people,” says Wilson. “There are just 
so many IT opportunities today that we can’t 
keep up with the demand.”
In the coming years, Agfa HealthCare will 
take a three-pronged approach to maintaining 
its rapid growth, says Wilson. It will begin by 
building on its existing products, increasing 
their functionality and opening new markets. 
The company will seek partnerships with 
both small and large technology fi rms. And it 
will continue its strong emphasis on product 
innovation through research and development. 
On all three counts, the prognosis for Agfa 
HealthCare in Waterloo seems decidedly posi-
tive.  

n platforms,” 
of external col-

electron-
ic health records and services has been
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Aimetis Corp. has about 100
video cameras monitoring
it’s workplace of 40 employ-

ees. That sounds very Big-Brother-
esque, but for Aimetis, it’s just busi-
ness as usual.

The in-office cameras are con-
stantly tested and tweaked by engi-
neers to ensure they are properly
integrated with the company’s
award-winning video surveillance
software, which not only monitors
and records, but also interprets the
video for various purposes.

The Waterloo-based firm sells its
software to organizations around the
world, including retailers, govern-
ments, airport authorities and educa-
tional institutions. “Retailers will
use this software not only for securi-
ty… but also for merchandising and
customer service,” says chief exec-
utive officer Marc Holtenhoff.

The company’s signature Sym-
phony software allows retailers to
gauge customer reaction to a new
store display, or oversee traffic flow
using a map that indicates high and
low traffic areas. This information
helps them place staff more effective-
ly, and adjust store displays and lay-
out for a better customer experience.

“Instead of raw unstructured
video, it’s now information that can

be used for security, business in-
telligence, and a whole host of busi-
ness applications,” says Holtenhoff.

The system allows clients to by-
pass a tedious manual review of the
video. Instead, much like someone
uses Google’s search engine, Aimetis
clients can search for a certain piece
of information, and the software will
sift through the raw video footage to
extract the exact information they’re
looking for.

When it comes to shoplifting or
security concerns, the software is-
sues real-time alerts to security
guards or managers to ensure a safer
customer experience. The search
function and security alerts come in
handy for governments, airports and
educational organizations.

But those applications haven’t
always been the business vision of
the two founders of Aimetis.

Mike Janzen and Justin Schorn
started the company months after
finishing their bachelor degrees, and
shortly after the 9-11terrorist attacks
in the United States in 2001.

The two friends originally created
the video surveillance software to
monitor airplane cabins for suspi-
cious activity, says Janzen, a Uni-
versity of Waterloo math grad and
company chief software architect.

Aimetis keeps an eye on business

PETER LEE, RECORD STAFF

Marc Holtenhoff (left), chief executive officer of Aimetis Corp., and company
founders Justin Schorn (centre) and Mike Janzen are proud the firm’s video
surveillance software is used by customers around the world.

By Alanna Petroff, Special to The Record

Software continued on page 15
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After creating the software, Jan-
zen discovered that monitoring a
plane while it was in flight was an
extremely costly and unrealistic
venture.

From there, the pair moved the
technology to the ground, and contin-
ued tweaking and improving the
software capabilities.

Janzen reflects back on his initial
idea, saying it’s funny how they start-
ed out with the idea of making the
world a safer place. Now, here he is,
years later, working on software that
monitors people’s strange shopping
habits.

After watching innumerable
surveillance videos, Janzen says he’s
learned that people take three times
as long to buy meat compared to
buying yogurt. He’s also learned that
men often have a difficult time pick-
ing out underwear, and generally,
after five minutes, they give up.

“You think you’re trying to make
the world a safer place in the begin-
ning. And then you end up talking
about guy’s underwear,” he says with
a chuckle.

While those observations might
seem like frivolous trivia to the aver-
age person, it’s important informa-
tion for retailers, who can use it to
formulate strategies to ensure an

improved shopping experience.
Aside from its innovative technol-

ogy, the company is thriving through
its two-tier distribution strategy,
which uses certified distributors and
resellers to reach customers around
the globe.

Richard Caballero, vice-president
of global channel sales, has helped
the company enter new markets in
Africa, the Middle East and South
America, while expanding its reach
in Asia, Europe and North America.

Since joining Aimetis in February
2008, Caballero, has added new dis-
tributors at a breakneck pace, going
from just a handful of distributors to
40 distributors in less than two years.

“We have coverage in over 70
countries. There’s no major part of
the world where we can’t get our
software,” he says, noting that the

software has been translated into
German, Spanish, French, Japanese,
Swedish, Mandarin and other lan-
guages.

“For such a small company, we
have so much reach,” he says.

As a result of its global distribu-
tors and resellers, Aimetis software
is now being used by a number of
international customers, including
Dutch delivery firm DHL, American
restaurant chain Pizza Pizza and
Swedish retailer ICA.

The software is also popular at
large-scale events. For example, it
was used at the 2006 FIFA World Cup
and the 2009 Summit of the Americas.

Holtenhoff says he’s particularly
proud that Aimetis software is being
used at Munich’s airport.

“The Munich airport is consid-
ered one of the most technologically
advanced airports in the world. Oth-
er airports look to them for valida-
tion of new technology,” he says.

The combination of world-class
software and an effective business
model has meant impressive results
for the firm.

“From the business side, we’re
experiencing really great growth,”
says Holtenhoff. “The last six months
have been our best six months ever,
from a financial standpoint. Despite
the economy, our revenue has grown
significantly.”

Revenue doubled last year and
“we’re on pace to do that again this
year,” he says.

The company, which operates out
of offices on Weber Street North,
believes its ability to cater to small
and large budgets gives it a compet-
itive edge, says Holtenhoff.

For example, if a university is
looking to buy Aimetis software this
year, but has only a limited budget,
there is always the option to upgrade
later. The client could start by buying
cameras and a security recording
system.

The following year, once the orga-
nization’s budget expands, it could
upgrade to buy the special video
analytics software.

It’s all about allowing companies
to upgrade later, once they’re ready,
says Holtenhoff. “That’s proving to
be a competitive advantage for us.”

As Aimetis continues to expand
and bring new customers into the
fold, Caballero says he’s extremely
proud that a relatively small compa-
ny like Aimetis, in a small city like
Waterloo, can compete with larger
competitors with offices in bigger
cities. 

“We can accomplish everything
they can, because we have a good
piece of software, a good distribution
system, and a team of dedicated
staff,” he says.

Software continued from page 14

Aimetis Corp. specializes in
video surveillance software.

The “Ai” in the corporate name

is the acronym for artificial
intelligence, while “Metis” is the

name of the shape-shifting Greek

goddess of wisdom and
knowledge.

Software monitors strange shopping habits
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In the opening scene of the movie
Titanic a crew searching for
treasures uses an underwater

mobile camera to get a better look at
the sunken ship. 

While the technology the crew
used seemed pretty advanced at the
time, Jason Gillham, owner and
founder of Waterloo startup 2G Ro-
botics, says his company could have
done the search better.

Gillham, 27, and his small team at
2G Robotics have developed an un-
derwater laser scanner that they
believe is about to take the aquatics
industry by storm. 

The small metal scanner is de-
signed to scan underwater surfaces
and transmit images back to a com-
puter where the operator can view
underwater objects and take exact
measurements. The software allows

the operator to view different sec-
tions of an object from different an-
gles, allowing the operator to get a
closer look at what is going on un-
derneath the water.

The company’s new laser system
is unique because of its ability to
provide dimensional information
that is not available through technol-
ogies like sonar and video.

“We’re going to be the first compa-
ny to have a commercially available
and widely usable underwater laser
scanner,” says Gillham, who graduat-
ed from the University of Waterloo’s
mechanical engineering program in
2007.

To the average person, the laser
may seem like nothing more than a
novel idea. But it could revolutionize
the way businesses operate in many
industries.

PHILIP WALKER, RECORD STAFF

Jason Gillham, founder of 2G Robotics, goes into a tank of water to show off
his firm’s underwater laser scanner.

2G Robotics startup
goes underwater
for customers

2G Robotics continued on page 17

By Alanna Petroff, Special to The Record
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The scanner is targeted at firms
that inspect tunnels and dams, off-
shore oil and gas companies, and
businesses that deal with shipping
and port security. The scanner can
also be used for scientific and archeo-
logical purposes, Gilham says.

In the coming months, the startup
expects to ship its first lasers for trial
runs.

“We went down to a trade show in
New Orleans in March and we were
able to demonstrate (the laser),” says
Gilham. “We had significant interest
in the product and a number of com-
panies lined up for field trials.”

The co-op students and one em-
ployee at 2G Robotics share Gilham’s
enthusiasm about the company’s
prospects.

“It’s definitely exciting to work on
things that haven’t been done be-
fore,” says 23-year-old Mark Podbev-
sek, a former co-op student at 2G
Robotics.

While the laser is the main focus
of the business, 2G Robotics also does
consulting work to bring in revenue.

When he started doing the con-
sulting work, Gillham advised com-
panies on how to design mechanical
systems. 

Now, he’s developing those sys-
tems for clients and inventing more
complex structures. 

Gillham’s team also customizes
technology for customers. For ex-
ample, in the shop behind the compa-
ny’s office on Colby Drive, it is re-
building and rewiring a large green
excavator so that it can perform dirty
underwater work such as cleaning
out sewers.

“We’re building it to do work that
human don’t want to do,” Gilham
says.

The goal of the consulting work is
to establish a track record, demon-
strating that 2G Robotics is a serious
business that can meet deadlines, he
says. “Reliability is key. You have to
show that you are trustworthy and
can deliver on time.”

Aside from the consulting reve-
nue, Gillham’s business is largely
self-financed, with additional inter-
im financing from family and
friends.

Gillham says he has taken on a
significant debt to get his company to
where it is today. 

At first, the venture scared his
parents.

“My parents are both teachers …
and they have fairly secure jobs,”
says Gilham. 

“So being entrepreneurial with
teacher parents, I’m sure they were a
little scared. But they tried to hide it.
They also figured now is the best
time to do this because I’m young and
I don’t have the commitments I’ll
have when I’m older. So they were
very supportive and said ‘Yeah, go

ahead and do this.’”
His father, Bruce Gillham, 61, says

that so far his son has been doing
remarkably well. He thinks it’s a
good sign that the business has made
it through its first year without a
hitch. “He’s managing very well. We
keep expecting him to ask for money,
and it hasn’t happened yet.”

But running a technology startup
requires more than just a good prod-
uct, personal sacrifice and support-
ive parents.

Gillham says he has received a lot
of help from Communitech, Waterloo
Region’s technology association, as
well as from the University of Water-
loo’s Centre for Business Entrepre-
neurship and Technology.

The centre’s students helped Gill-
ham create a business plan and apply
for grants as part of their course
work. “I wouldn’t be where I am to-
day if it wasn’t for that,” he says. “I’ve
learned so much through this pro-
cess. I had no idea how much I didn’t
know.” 

Chris Howlett is Gillham’s mentor
through Communitech’s Venture
Services Group. As an entrepreneur
in residence, Howlett gives Gillham
general business advice, helps him
network and arranges access to gov-
ernment programs to advance his
business.

“What I like about Jason is he’s
very professional,” says Howlett. “He
knows the areas where he can benefit
from help, and he doesn’t have a
know-it-all attitude that some young
folks can have. 

“I think he’s pursuing his busi-
ness in a very professional way, and
he’s always looking to try and fill the
gaps in his knowledge.”

Recently, Howlett helped Gillham
secure funding for market research
to figure out whether prospective
clients would be interested in seeing
3-D underwater images, instead of
just two-dimensional images. The
research also prodded the prospec-
tive buyers to divulge how much
extra money they would be willing to
pay for that kind of service.

“I think that the fundamentals of
what he’s doing are sound,” says
Howlett. 

“He’s organized for selling and he
has been for the last couple of
months. He’s recruiting distributors
and channel partners, and they’re
the people who will sell his scanners
into the market. And he’s going about
it the right way. In six months, he will
have lots of sales.”

For now, Gillham is waiting on
those first few critical laser sales.
From there, he can continue expand-
ing his business and inventing even
more advanced mobile underwater
systems.

The ultimate goal for the company
is “to be a significant player on the
world stage for mobile robotics,” he
says with a smile.

Lasers expected to ship
for trials within months

2G Robotics continued from page 16
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Duane Cronin knows all about
beating spears into plow-
shares.

In 2000, he was involved in a pro-
ject to develop landmine protection
measures with Defence Research and
Development Canada. As this area of
research evolved, he and his col-
leagues found that there was no pre-
existing way to evaluate the effective-
ness of any protective measures and
decided to develop a surrogate hu-
man leg and virtual human models to
find the answers.

From that point, it was a short
hop, skip and a jump to developing a
virtual human torso to predict the
effects of blast injuries and, as is the
case with a lot of other scientific
efforts, it was soon obvious there was
another commercial application for
such a model – developing safer cars
by modelling the effects of a car
crash. Cronin, an associate professor
in the University of Waterloo’s me-
chanical and mechatronics engineer-
ing department, started working
with General Motors and the Natural
Sciences and Engineering Research
Council, about seven years ago to
model a virtual human to under-
stand how the body responds in car
crashes. 

The primary barrier to the goal of

making cars safer is the “test that
cannot be done” — that is using real
people in a car crash — hence the
need to develop virtual humans that
can be used to simulate crash scenar-
ios.

“Really, the biggest challenge is

the need to understand human body
response and injury in very challeng-
ing situations that may occur in less
than 100 milliseconds,” says Cronin. 

Cronin and his graduate students
worked with GM to develop a virtual
human torso and neck, and model the

way the body and internal organs
respond to the various forces in-
volved in a car crash.

As it happens, the 39-year-old has
a vested interest in how the body
responds to crashes. He has broken
his collarbone three times and his
fibula once in various biking and
snowboarding accidents. “In grad
school I began to develop a bit of an
interest in impact biomechanics as a
result of my own experiences with
my accidents,” he says.

Cronin and his research collab-
orator, assistant professor Naveen
Chandrashekar, and the rest of his
university team got a boost when the
Global Human Body Models Consor-
tium, made up of nine automotive
companies and two suppliers, was
established in April of 2006. The
consortium was formed to consoli-
date the companies’ research and
development activities in the area of
human body modelling, in order to
advance crash safety technology. 

In September of 2008, UW was
chosen as the Centre of Expertise for
neck injury modelling, with the
consortium and the Initiative for
Automotive Manufacturing Innova-
tion supporting the program and
adding five graduate students and
one research engineer to the team.

No dummy when it comes to crash-test research

GAVIN CRUTCHLEY, SPECIAL TO THE RECORD

University of Waterloo’s Duane Cronin shows part of the virtual human body
his team is developing for the Global Human Body Models Consortium.

Gavin Crutchley, Special to The Record

Virtual crash continued on page 19
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Cronin also is partnered with the
University of Virginia to develop the
torso section of the virtual body for
thoracic injury modelling.

“The use of virtual human testing
will enable the development of next
generation improvements and safe-
ty,” says Cronin. 

“The current crash test dummies
are mainly used now for compliance
testing. They are also used for re-
search, but they only provide a lim-
ited idea of what goes on in terms of
specific injuries sustained in any
given crash scenario.”

In contrast, the virtual models
being developed by Cronin and his
colleagues allow them to examine
what happens to a body during an
accident with a level of detail that is
orders of magnitude beyond what
could be done before. They are now
able to look at individual body parts,
such as the ribs, and be able to pre-
dict the injury response during a
crash.

Being able to model that level of
detail requires a lot of computational
horsepower. During the early years of
his research, computing power was a
problem, but as technology has ad-

vanced this part of the research has
become easier. Cronin and his team
now use Linux clusters – a group of
computers networked together – to
do all the calculations needed to
model the response of the body and
internal organs to various crash
scenarios, such as a side impact car
crash.

Despite their successes, challeng-
es remain. 

Cronin and his team are working
on refining their model to a point
where they can better predict how
soft tissue, not just hard objects like
the ribs, reacts to the stresses caused
by a car crash.

The hope behind these efforts is
that the carmakers will get to the
point where they only have to crash
one prototype of a new vehicle before
they can move on to the manufactur-
ing stage.

That would save them a great deal
of money given that each prototype
costs $500,000 to $1million to make.

However, the benefits of Cronin’s
research aren’t just financial. Being
able to use human models — albeit
virtual models — will allow auto
companies to build safer cars be-
cause they can now be engineered for
“real” people.

Virtual crash testing takes a lot
of computational horsepower

Virtual crash continued from page 18
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Dan Latendre has big plans
for Igloo Software, a Kitche-
ner company that develops

software that helps teams of people
collaborate.

“I’m not interested in being a
100-person company or a $10-mil-
lion company. Our goal is to be the
next RIM,” he boldly says. 

Research In Motion co-chief
executive officer Jim Balsillie has
nothing to worry about – he’s one of
the primary players propelling
Igloo to success. Igloo grew out of a
software platform developed for the
Centre for International Gover-
nance Innovation (CIGI), a Water-
loo think tank founded by Balsillie.

Igloo was established in 2004 as
an online network to facilitate
collaboration between CIGI re-
searchers. The name is an acronym
for International Governance
Leaders and Organizations Online.
The software was developed with a
grant of $15 million, equally funded
by CIGI and the Ontario Ministry
of Research and Innovation.

Igloo became an independent,
for-profit company last year, a
move that fulfilled the commercial-
ization strategy that was part of
CIGI’s funding agreement with the
Ontario government. 

Igloo’s board of advisers con-
sists of Balsillie, Latendre and
Kevin Talbot, vice-president and

managing director of RBC Venture
Partners, which has backstopped
the business with an equity invest-
ment of $4 million US.

Latendre, a veteran of several
tech companies — including MKS
Inc., Delrina, and Open Text Corp,
where he played a key role in the
launch of Livelink, Open Text’s
flagship content management
software — says Igloo builds social
networking tools for business that
not only help improve productivity
among employees but also develop
better relationships with key stake-
holders – customers, partners,
suppliers, and even alumni of the
organization.

As a pure Web 2.0 company, the
focus is on technology that facil-
itates collaboration and knowledge
exchange, not control, he says.

The software is used by a diverse
group of international customers
who need to create online commu-
nities in a wide array of fields.
Examples include organizations
such as the Canadian International
Development Agency and the Unit-
ed Nations Development Pro-
gramme, big companies like Mo-
torola and smaller firms such Mis-
sissauga’s Green Grass One. 

Doug Walker, co-owner of Green
Grass One, a buying group for
operators of golf course pro shop,
says his company conducted an
extensive survey of the market
before choosing Igloo as the solu-

tion provider for its online commu-
nity, launched in March 2009. “We
wanted a partner, not just a tool
set,” says Walker, who was im-
pressed with the company’s re-
sponsiveness and customer service
orientation. “We could tell Igloo
really got it. They saw the technolo-
gy as a small part of the overall
solution.”

Walker says the online commu-
nity has helped Green Grass One
create stronger channels of com-
munication with its 320 accounts. It
also enabled the company to offer
richer content, including “social
networking tools, picture galleries,
videos, blogs, and discussion fo-
rums,” to the 450 members of its
community, who include employ-
ees and suppliers as well as pro
shops. “It’s just made us a more
productive organization,” he says.

Green Grass One members have
said the online features aren’t just
useful, they are fun. “They say, ‘It’s
like Facebook for work.”

Since Igloo was spun off from
CIGI, Latendre and his nearly 50
employees have worked diligently
to build and add products and ser-
vices that he says are “sustainable,
defendable, and hard to replicate.”

That’s the philosophy of Re-
search In Motion, and Latendre
says his mentor, Balsillie, has
drilled it into his head. 

Igloo is a hot firm with bold growth plans 

RECORD STAFF

Dan Latendre, chief executive officer of Igloo Software, is intent on turning the developer of collaboration software into a global powerhouse.

Igloo continued on page 21

Deborah Birkett, Special to The Record

Chief executive officer Dan Lat-

endre named the company Igloo

because he wanted something that

suggested a community gathering

place, an exceptionally strong

structure and Canadian identity.

Although he didn’t want the

name to be acronymic, the word

IGLOO stood for International Gov-

ernance Leaders and Organizations

Online when it was a not-for-profit

project under the auspices of the

Centre for International Governance

Innovation.

When Igloo was spun off as a

for-profit company, the words be-

hind the acronym lost their rele-

vance. Some Canadians were con-

cerned that the name was “too

Canadian,” but they needn’t have

worried. American and European

feedback was overwhelmingly

positive. “They went, ‘Wow, that’s

really cool – Igloo,’” says Latendre.

A cool name
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Igloo’s Web 2.0 platform is patent
pending.

Igloo exceeded revenue targets in
2008, and enjoyed about 10 per cent
growth this year. “But 2009 wasn’t
really, for us, a growth year,” says
Latendre. “It was what I call a foun-
dation-building year.” He expects
2010 to be Igloo’s “coming-out year,
so we’re gearing up for that.”

He hints that the company is on
the verge of securing some large,
flagship customers and partners
that will take Igloo to the next level.

Right now, Igloo enjoys the ad-
vantages of being a smaller compa-
ny. A four-month development cycle
means it is able to respond more
nimbly than some large compet-

itors, such as IBM, Microsoft, and
Oracle, which tend to be on a one- to
four-year development cycle.

Unlike those vendors, who are
adding social networking tools to
vast suites of enterprise content
management software, Igloo isn’t
weighed down by a legacy platform.

“We have speed of deployment,
we’re very cost-effective, we’ve built
it for corporate (use), and we’re very
configurable,” Latendre says.

That potentially translates into a
wealth of opportunities for Igloo.

“It doesn’t take decades anymore
to create powerhouse companies,”
Latendre says. At the rate Igloo is
developing, it may take only a few
years for the company to become, in
his words, “the next great Canadian
thing.”

Igloo going to next level
Igloo continued from page 20

The Waterloo Manufacturing
Innovation Network is a pro-
ject close to home that Igloo

Software has devoted considerable
resources to.

The network, dubbed the Waterloo
MIN, is an online community for the
estimated 1,000 manufacturers in
Waterloo Region. 

Launched in January, it offers a
variety of free services, such as a job
board, blogs by industry experts,
event listings, news stories, compa-
ny directories and information
about government funding pro-
grams.

The objective is to help local man-
ufacturers succeed in competitive
and challenging markets. The net-
work makes it easier to collaborate,
exchange knowledge, solve prob-
lems, and find local suppliers for
products and services. 

Dan Latendre, Igloo’s chief exec-
utive officer, estimates Igloo has
invested about $1million to create the
network as a “proof of concept” to
show that it works and can be self-
sustaining.

The company has submitted a
proposal to Industry Canada for
funding to create 15 similar networks
across the country. 

Valerie Bradford, a business de-
velopment officer with the City of
Kitchener, is the chair of the net-
work’s advisory board. 

She and several other members of
the board each pay $5,000 for their
seats, which creates a pot of money
that pays for programs, a part-time

executive director and the mem-
bership of at least three manufactur-
ers. 

“We don’t want them to have to
pay,” Bradford says. “It’s really im-
portant that they be there and have a
voice.” 

“We view MIN and promote it as
one-stop shop for manufacturing,”
says Bradford.

“Anything to do with manufactur-
ing, this should be your first source.”

She makes it clear that it is indi-
vidual employees of manufacturing
companies who are the members, not
the companies. 

Bradford encourages manufactur-
ing workers to join even if they
haven’t heard about the network
from their employer yet. 

Jason Santo, a community facil-
itator at Igloo, says that in its first
eight months, the network welcomed
more than 450 members and attract-
ed an average of 50 to 60 new mem-
bers a month. 

Not surprisingly, the job board is
one of the most popular features:
“Opportunities have been viewed
over 200,000 times and over 7,000 job
applications have been submitted
through this free tool for manufac-
turers,” he says.

Santo points out that people from
around the world, including “signif-
icant numbers of visitors from the
United States, Germany, China, Ma-
laysia and the United Kingdom,”
have checked out the network.

“This provides local manufactur-
ers with the opportunity to promote
their products and services to the
global supply chain,” he says.

Online network connects
1,000 manufacturers
in Waterloo Region
Deborah Birkett, Special to The Record
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When John Chambers and Irv
Donald decided to start
their own ATM business,

they thought they would have more
free time.

But the need to constantly moni-
tor their computers for jams and
other problems with their automated
teller machines led the pair down a
path that has kept them busier than
they ever could have imagined. Their
company, Communiteq Systems Inc.,
became the only custom designer and
manufacturer of non-bank ATMs and
financial transaction kiosks in Cana-
da.

It is attracting growing interna-
tional interest.

Chambers and Donald started
Communiteq in 1999. They were
among the early deployers of non-
bank ATMs, the cash dispensing
machines found in stores, restau-
rants and other locations.

Chambers, with a background in
software development, is the compa-
ny’s president while Donald, with a
background in sales and marketing,
is vice-president.

“I’m a University of Waterloo
computer geek, so that’s why we’re
here,” Chambers says of the pair’s
decision to set up shop in Waterloo
Region.

Communiteq’s first office was in
Cambridge. Five years later, it moved
to a larger facility on Centennial
Road in Kitchener. In September, it
moved again, this time to McIntyre
Drive in Kitchener’s Huron Business
Park. 

Communiteq has a modular busi-

ness structure, so the number of
employees changes depending on the
projects at a given time. There is a
core group of about 12 staff, Donald
says. The company contracts with six
local firms for metal, plastic, paint-
ing and other work associated with
building the units.

Donald and Chambers have
known each other for more than 20
years. They have been business part-
ners for 10 years, but before that they
worked together in the financial
transaction sector. Among other
things, they developed and marketed
software for credit unions and small
banks.

It was this knowledge, which
Donald calls the “back end” of the
ATM business, that gave them the
know-how to branch out on their
own.

“We decided it makes more sense
for us to be making money ourselves,
instead of teaching others how to
make money,” Donald says.

When Donald and Chambers
started Communiteq, they thought
they would just be selling and moni-
toring ATMs. 

But the need for someone to con-
stantly be at a computer in case there
was a problem with the machines
changed their plans.

Chambers wrote software that
sent alerts to their BlackBerry, which
Research In Motion Ltd. launched
the same year Communiteq opened.
He then wrote additional software
that made it possible to send com-
mands to the problem ATM via the
BlackBerry.

Communiteq is banking on a growing market

PHILIP WALKER, RECORD STAFF

Irv Donald (left) is vice-president of Communiteq Systems and John
Chambers is company president.

By Nicole O’Reilly, Special to The Record

Communiteq continued on page 23
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This saved a lot of time, Donald
says, because many ATM jams are
solved simply by restarting the ma-
chine.

The challenges of monitoring
ATMs weren’t unique to Communi-
teq so Donald and Chambers devel-
oped and marketed advanced moni-
toring software for ATM deployers
across Canada. Meanwhile, they
continued to build and monitor their
own machines.

As Communiteq’s reputation
grew, the company started receiving
requests for customized ATM soft-
ware. For example, in 2001a custom-
er requested an ATM for apartment
lobbies that would allow residents to
use it to pay rent.

“We thought, wow cool,” Donald
says.

The challenge was that ATM and
point-of-sale (debit card) transac-
tions use two different networks with
separate security features. Also,
ATM pads generally are not pro-
grammable.

With the blessing of Interac, the
electronic network that connects
ATMs to the banking system, Com-
muniteq spent six months mim-
icking an ATM to try to combine
ATM and point-of-sale capabilities.
However, in the end the technology
proved to be too cumbersome be-
cause multiple pin pads were re-
quired.

Almost by luck, the pair came
across Northrup Grumann, a global
security company that was making
ATM kiosks for airports in the Bur-
lington area. 

The company had developed an
ATM that used a PC, a touch screen
and had a pin pad for both ATM and
point-of-sale use.

Northrup Grumman, however, did
not have a monitoring system so the
ATM was not selling, Donald says.
Communiteq wrote its eTenant soft-
ware for the kiosks and started dis-
tributing the machines.

Eventually, Communiteq started
building its own kiosks.

“We started looking at this and
thought, hey, we could do other
things,” Donald says.

The company developed machines
that print phone cards and gift cards,
among other things. 

As Communiteq’s software reper-
toire grew, the ATM market was
changing.

After five years of deploying
ATMs, Donald and Chambers saw
that the number of cash transactions
on ATMs was flattening out.

In 2004/2005 the market hit its
saturation point – the number of
overall transactions plateaued but
the number of new ATM machines
continued to rise.

“There was pollution in our mar-
ketplace,” says Donald. “It wasn’t as

profitable as it was 10 years ago.”
Merchants that hosted ATMs

started asking machine deployers for
a bigger share of the revenue. To
remain competitive, deployers start-
ed turning to Communiteq to add
features to their ATMs that would
make the machines more profitable
and attractive to the merchants.

“They want more than just an
ATM,” says Donald.

At the moment, there is a growing
market for information kiosks, and
kiosks with business functions,
including scanners, email and in-
ternet.

Communiteq recently reached a
deal with University of Western
Ontario — where it has provided
ATM service for five years – to build
machines that charge meal plan
cards and print tickets for events in
the university’s stadium.

It developed a pharmacy kiosk for
Loblaws that enables customers to
look up drug and disease informa-
tion, medical resources in the com-
munity and renew prescriptions.

Communiteq also is working with
a large Canadian convenience store
company to install movie theatre
ticket kiosks at 900 stores across the
county. Expected to be in place this
fall, the kiosks will allow customers
to buy and print out ticket and snack
vouchers.

“The whole idea of self-serve tech-
nology is coming more and more to
the forefront,” Donald says. “But it’s
also our business model of multiple
applications that brings people to our
door.”

He notes that there is a drawback
to adding too many applications –
longer lineups. That particularly
becomes an issue when someone who
just wants to take out cash has to wait
for someone surfing the internet, for
example.

“But it’s a good problem to have,”
Donald says, adding that a second
ATM or kiosk might be the answer.

Communiteq is developing the
“four-sided monster,” a machine
with screens on four sides that can
serve a number of functions includ-
ing cash dispensing, business funct-
ions, the internet, tickets and pos-
sibly iTunes.

One of Communiteq’s future goals
is to develop meters that charge elec-
tric cars. The company would sell
them to owners of parking lots and
condos.

“The market is coming to us now,
whereas five or six years ago they
were shaking their heads,” Donald
says.

Market growing for kiosks
with business functions

Communiteq continued from page 22 IN QUOTES IRV DONALD
COMMUNITEQ SYSTEMS INC. 

“We decided it makes more sense for us
to be making money ourselves, instead of
teaching others how to make money.”
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That Chris Bunt would some
day be working with fish
shouldn’t come as a surprise

to anyone who is aware of his boy-
hood fascination with the fish in a
friend’s aquarium.

But no one could have predicted
that some day he would be doing
intricate surgery on fish, installing
tiny radio transmitters in their bel-
lies, photographing fish underwater
and designing systems to track their
movement and behaviour.

Bunt is the owner and senior
scientist at Biotactic Inc., an interna-
tional consulting firm devoted to

fisheries conservation, aquatic wild-
life habitat and natural habitat resto-
ration. He founded the company in
1998 while working on a PhD at the
University of Waterloo.

After graduating from the Uni-
versity of Toronto in 1993 with a spe-
cialist degree with emphasis in ecol-
ogy, zoology and botany, Bunt had to
make some choices.

“At that time, I was torn between a
career in aquatic biology and ento-
mology and what I ended up doing
was going to Costa Rica for a year and
collecting insects,” he says. “I was
the curator of an entomology collec-
tion and biology station. I still collect
bugs and I have a big display in my

home office.”
After returning to Canada, he

worked at a research station on the
St. Lawrence River in New York
State, studying musky and pike
until he was offered the opportunity
to head a new industrial chair in
fish telemetry and work on his PhD
at UW. (Fish telemetry involves
using technology to remotely track
fish.)

For the next three years, from
April to October, he lived in a tent on
the Grand River in the Hidden Valley
area in Kitchener and studied fish
migration.

“We had fish with radios in them
and all kinds of fancy computer

tracking devices,” Bunt recalls. 
“What we ended up learning in

an applied way was how to improve
fish passage using fishways. The
whole idea is making dams perme-
able to fish so they are no longer a
barrier.

“What we learn from scientific
literature, of course, is dams frag-
ment habitat and cause all kinds of
change in rivers, not only the flow of
water but blocking nutrients and
sedimentation and oxygen problems.
If any of those factors go off the map it
affects the fish population in gener-
al.”

DAVID BEBEE, RECORD STAFF

Chris Bunt, founder of Biotactic Inc., stands inside a fishway where a camera tracks fish trying to get over the dam in the Grand River at Hidden Valley.

Biotactic makes life better for fish
By Bob Burtt, Special to The Record

Biotactic continued on page 25
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After Bunt completed work for his
PhD, he was awarded a National Re-
search Council grant to do post doctoral
work at the University of Illinois and
James Cook University in Australia. 

He tracked groupers on the Great
Barrier Reef and worked on finding
ways to protect their habitat.

With the post doctoral work in Aus-
tralia behind him, Bunt returned to
Kitchener. The Grand River beckoned.

Bunt’s office, at the back of a barn on
Hidden Valley Road, is as modest as his
company’s programs are grandiose. He
started Biotactic with an investment of
$6,000. Now he has three full-time and
two part-time employees and annual
revenue in the hundreds of thousands of
dollars. Biotactic’s office and shop
house the computers Bunt and his staff
use to monitor fish at locations across
North America. “We have a network of
underwater cameras and sensors that
we use to track fish,” Bunt says. “All
that stuff streams free on the internet
and we have a system that monitors the
live stream.”

Images of fish trying to climb a fish-
way, attacking another fish or spawning
in rivers throughout North America
and beyond are captured and fed back to
the Biotactic, where the file is edited
and sent back to the client accompanied
by written text.

The information captured by Bio-
tactic’s cameras is valuable for a num-
ber of reasons. For example, power
companies might want to know what
impact planned or existing dams might
have on fish migration and wildlife.

“What we do is process the video and
make a list of what the system detected.
It will tell you the size and species of
fish, and whether they are attacking
other fish or spawning.”

Bunt says Biotactic’s equipment in
the Grand River at Hidden Valley pro-
vides the only live streaming camera
inside a fishway anywhere in the world.

“It provides live colour video of fish
trying to get by the dam. Our whole
objective when I started my graduate
work down here (at Hidden Valley) was
to make these fishways work a lot better
than they did and we’ve clearly done
that,” says Bunt, adding that there’s a
lot of work still to be done.

The technology is proving to be pop-
ular with government agencies that

want to track the movement of fish. 
For example, Wisconsin has pur-

chased two systems. There also are two
systems monitoring trout on a large
property in Montana. The land is owned
by a wealthy Chicago resident who
funds work at an aquatic and terrestrial
biology observation centre on the 80-
hectare property.

Another system has been sent to
Oregon to monitor salmon that swim
from the Pacific Ocean into a small
stream that has no barriers or dams in
Portland. South Korea has expressed
interest in using Bunt’s technology to
show underwater activity in rivers
there. The idea is to show video on bill-
board-type structures in parks as part of
a major river restoration program.

Bunt has led the charge in devel-
oping expertise in fish surgery, radio
telemetry, ultrasonic telemetry and
underwater videography. His surgical
skills are much in demand.

“We catch the fish, put them to sleep
with a diluted anesthetic and make a
very tiny incision on the side of the
belly and install a tiny transmitter
radio package that is about one centi-
metre by three centimetres in size and
weighs five grams.”

A tiny antenna is connected to the
transmitter and extends out from where
the incision was made. The transmit-
ters are used to monitor where the fish
are and where they are going. For ex-
ample, they record every time a fish
climbs a fishway at a dam or enters the
structure on route to spawning beds.

Once the operation is complete, the
fish are left in bins of fresh water until
they start to thrash about and then they
are released safely back to the rivers
they came from.

Bunt invented new surgical instru-
ments to help with the tricky task.

“My system is tried and true and
there are people all over North America
that trust me with endangered fish,” he
says. “It’s pretty delicate stuff and there
is a $10,000 fine in some places if you kill
an endangered fish.”

Biotactic is a rewarding, profitable
enterprise, but for Bunt the business is
also about passion and a never-ending
quest to find new and better ways to do
things. “I’m trying not to let it get out of
control,” he says. “I have to stay in the
water. I have to keep my hands wet. I
don’t want to be stuck to a telephone and
meetings.”

Technology’s popularity grows
Biotactic continued from page 24

Technology and programs
developed by Chris Bunt
over the last decade are

responsible for saving thou-
sands of fish and countless,
deer, squirrels, groundhogs and
other wildlife in Kitchener’s
Hidden Valley.

Early studies by Biotactic
Inc., the firm Bunt owns and
operates, showed that the dam
Waterloo Region installed at
Hidden Valley in the early 1990s
to draw water from the Grand
River was blocking the move-
ment of fish upstream and that
the fish ladder that had been
installed to facilitate their
movement wasn’t working well.

Underwater video collected
by Biotactic showed that most
fish making the hard swim
against the current often didn’t
find the entrance to the con-
crete fish passage way and most
of those that did didn’t make it
all the way through.

Bunt’s recommendations led
to significant improvements
that opened the structure to
light, and changed the size,
shape and location of the en-
trance. The changes helped
make the route more attractive
to fish.

“There is still a lot of work to
be done to improve fishways,”
says Bunt. “They fail more often
than they work.” Fish have a
hard time finding them and
once they are inside most of
them don’t get to the top of the
ladder. 

The design of dams hasn’t
changed much. “We’ve been
using them for 100 years,” says
Bunt. “They really don’t work
and there are thousands of them
all over the world.”

“They are still building dams
left and right and centre,” he
says, adding that the push for
green energy, and hydro elec-
tricity in particular, will re-
quire that even more dams are

built.
Lane Stevens, who until

recently was the superinten-
dent of field operations and
maintenance for Waterloo Re-
gion, met Bunt in the mid-1990s
when Bunt was camping at
Hidden Valley and doing re-
search for his PhD.

She recalls that the region
was having problems with the
fish ladder near Hidden Valley.
It built the dam so it could draw
water from the Grand River that
is used for drinking water after
it is treated at the Mannheim
Water Treatment Plant.

“I could tell it was getting
plugged and you could see fish
in distress,” says Stevens. “So
we hired him (Bunt) and he
made modifications that really
helped and he hired divers to go
down and clean out equipment
that was supposed to prevent
debris from getting into raw
water reservoir.

“I was amazed at some of the
things he did. For sure he is on
the cutting edge,” Stevens says.
“One of the things he did was to
put a camera in the fish ladder
and you could watch what they
were doing.”

Blunt also did some work at
the water reservoir at Hidden
Valley.

“Every year we would have
to dewater it and clean out the
debris and there were always
dead animals, turtles, ducks,
groundhogs and even deer,”
says Stevens. “He invented a
system of floating rafts that
would go up and down with the
level of the water and the ani-
mals could climb onto the plat-
form and climb back out.”

Now there are 17 rafts that
provide safe exits for trapped
animals. They still get in, but
the rafts give them a safe way
out. Each year, when the reser-
voirs are drained, Bunt climbs
in and scoops literally thou-
sands of fish from the reservoir
and takes them back to the river.

Fish ladders, floating
rafts save wildlife
By Bob Burtt, Special to The Record
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Dalsa Corp. pulls the plug on its
digital cinema camera after
pouring $40 million into the

project.
Arise Technologies puts its new

Kitchener silicon pilot plant on hold,
as the ongoing recession dampens
sales of its solar energy cells.

Revenues at ATS Automation
Tooling Systems plunge $60 million
in its first quarter of 2010 as the slow-
ing economy puts the squeeze on
sales.

Sandvine Inc. is working hard to
get back in the black by moving into
the wireless market after years of
relying heavily on cable and fixed-
line customers for its internet traffic
management software.

RDM Corp. endures a couple of
tough quarters as the financial crisis
in the United States bites into sales of
cheque scanners and digital imaging
products for the banking industry.

Waterloo Region’s high-tech sec-
tor, held up as one of the stars in the
technology firmament across Cana-
da and North America, is showing
some wear and tear these days as
have other tech clusters across the
continent. Battered by the global
recession, local companies have had
to change focus, target new markets,
bootstrap to raise scarce capital or
fall back on core technology to ride
out the tempest.

Yet there have been no sudden,
shocking failures of the magnitude of
Nortel Networks which has crippled
Ottawa’s tech sector.

“I think we’re doing very, very
well,” is the confident assessment of
Tim Jackson, a keen observer of the
local technology scene and partner
with Tech Capital Partners, a ven-
ture capital firm that helps finance
emerging technology companies.

He points to the region’s “ex-
tremely diverse” high-tech sector
and its foundation on four pillars:
software, hardware, wireless and
digital. Even in the downturn of
1999-2000, Waterloo did much better
than other areas, he says. With its
heavy reliance on telecom compa-
nies, Ottawa got “hammered,” but
Waterloo’s heterogeneous mix
helped it absorb the blow, he says.

To those pillars could be added
biotechnology, especially in Guelph,
and advanced manufacturing. Un-
derpinning all this is the region’s
generous supply of educational in-
stitutions, including three universi-
ties and one community college, and
the move into emerging areas such as
nanotechnology, quantum comput-
ing and the digital media.

While the manufacturing melt-
down has pushed unemployment to
alarming levels in the region, tech-
nology companies continue to put
out the help wanted sign. Though
exact numbers are hard to come by,
Iain Klugman, president of Commu-
nitech, the association representing
technology companies in the region,

is confident in saying that as many as
1,000 positions are up for grabs in the
local tech sector right now.

Companies have adapted to the
troubled economy by “revectoring”
away from soft industries such as
manufacturing and automotive, and
selling into more robust areas such
as the public sector and health care,
he says.

Another factor working in this
area’s favour is that many firms
produce “mission critical” hardware
and software, Klugman says. Compa-
nies such as Descartes Systems
Group in distribution, Covarity in
banking and Desire2Learn in educa-
tion, to name a few, make products
that are more than luxury items.
They save valuable dollars and cents,
he says.

A company’s maturing business
model can also help it ride out the
tough times. A case in point is MKS
Inc., which makes products that help
IT engineers and specialists manage
their software. Although new cus-
tomers have been more difficult to

find during the downturn, the 25-
year-old Waterloo company has seen
its maintenance and service revenue
grow for four consecutive quarters,
says chief executive officer Phil
Deck. Geographic and industry di-
versification have also helped.

Though its head count has de-
clined slightly due to attrition, MKS
has made no other staff cuts and
plans to add personnel in the coming
year, he says.

At Communitech, which among
other things offers mentoring and
peer-group support, Klugman has
noticed no slackening of the entre-
preneurial spirit. “There’s still not a
week goes by where there aren’t a
couple of startups walking through
the door to talk to us about some sort
of new idea.”

There’s actually no better time to
start a company than right now, says
Jackson. Looking to save dollars,
larger established companies have
cut back on research and develop-
ment spending, leaving the field wide
open to savvy and opportunistic
entrepreneurs. When the economy
begins to recover in a year or two,
these new startups will be poised to
take off, he says.

Even if the current recession
eventually culls a few members, the
region’s tech herd is still far larger
than it was five years ago. More than
570 technology companies now call
the region home, a dramatic jump
from the 310 of 2004 and an astonish-
ing leap from just 50 in 1997, accord-
ing to figures supplied by Communi-
tech. 

Collectively, those 575 companies
employ roughly 30,000 people and
produce $13 billion in revenue. 

In an ideal world, those revenue
figures would be spread relatively
evenly over a wide range of compa-
nies, but not in Waterloo Region,
where Research In Motion strides
like a colossus across the technology
landscape. The mobile communica-
tions giant accounts for a large per-
centage of that revenue figure and
has caused some to observe that, as
goes RIM, so goes Waterloo Region.

If RIM is the economic engine that
drives the region’s technology sector,
there are plenty of litres left in the
tank.

Co chief-executive officer Jim
Balsillie’s quest for a National Hock-
ey League franchise appears to have
been no distraction for the Black-
Berry maker and, if it has, founder
and co-boss Mike Lazaridis is not
saying anything.

The company survived a bruising
patent lawsuit a few years ago, barely
broke a sweat over its huge stock-
option fine earlier this year and now
appears to be fending off the iPhone
challenge. Recent surveys put the
BlackBerry’s market share at 56 per
cent of the North American smart-
phone market, with the iPhone a
distant second at 19 per cent. 

Tech sector rides out storm

MATHEW McCARTHY, RECORD STAFF

Phil Deck, chief executive officer of MKS Inc., says geographic and industry
diversification helped the software company grow revenue.

Sales of the largest, locally based

publicly traded technology firms 

(most recent fiscal year):
Research In Motion: $11.07B US

ATS Automation Tooling
Systems: $855M

Open Text: $785M US
Com Dev International: $210M 

Dalsa: $206M
Descartes Systems Group: $66M US

MKS: $58.4M US
Sandvine: $51.1M
Arise Technologies: $35.7M
RDM: $26.6M
Turbosonic Technologies: 

$25.4M US

By Chuck Howitt, Record staff

BlackBerry continued on page 27
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And Fortune magazine in the U.S.
recently named RIM the world’s
fastest growing company.

On the local scene, RIM employs a
workforce of roughly 8,000 and con-
tinues to gobble up real estate at a
voracious rate. The company now
occupies more than 25 buildings in
the region, and sections of north
Waterloo have almost become like
RIM City.

Yet Jackson argues that Waterloo
is much more than a one-company
town. He points to companies such as
Open Text, Com Dev International
and Christie Digital as significant
players as well. Open Text, for ex-
ample, continues to roll along as a
solid No. 2 to RIM. Organizing elec-
tronic files and web data is not the
stuff of Hollywood movies, nor does it
end up in the hands of U.S. presi-
dents, but Open Text’s suite of prod-
ucts has recorded sales growth of 132
per cent over the past three years.

Its performance didn’t go unno-
ticed by Fortune magazine, which
slotted the company comfortably
into 15th place on its list of 100 fastest
growing companies. Open Text has
trimmed its workforce slightly over
the past 12 months to cope with reces-
sionary pressures, but still found the
muscle to purchase a large compet-
itor, Vignette Corp. of Texas, for $323
million US earlier this year.

Com Dev also seems to be riding
out the downturn in fine style. More
important, the Cambridge-based
manufacturer of satellite equipment
could be on the verge of a major
breakthrough in a new market. It
could be the first company on the
planet to successfully monitor ship
traffic from space. Work on microsa-
tellites and technology to achieve
this goal are currently underway at
its new plant on Struck Court in
Cambridge.

Christie Digital in Kitchener
continues to make headlines with its
digital cinema projectors and show-
rooms. Its projectors were deployed
at the Beijing Olympics and Quebec
City’s 400th birthday last year and the
company appears well positioned for
years to come as movie theatres
around the world gradually convert
their screens to digital.

How are some of the smaller firms
and early-stage companies doing?
Although government programs
have helped fill the gap, “the funding
environment is still very tough in
Canada and nowhere close to where
it was in 2007,” says Mate Prgin, who
already has one startup under his
belt and is working on a second.

Avvasi, based in Kitchener, is
working on the next generation of
video networking technology. De-
spite the funding pinch, Prgin says
he is “cautiously optimistic and we
continue to hire and expand.”

At Primal Fusion in Waterloo, one
of the biggest challenges is finding
qualified people. “I’ve got 12 to 15
spots I could fill right now,” says chief
executive officer Yvan Couture. The
five-year-old company, which makes
thought-networking software, had to
go all the way to Seattle for its last
hire.

For young companies with a good
product, “the only challenge is on the
investment side. Angels (investors)
are pulling in their horns a bit,” says
Couture.

Denzil Doyle, a longtime observer

of Ottawa’s technology scene, contin-
ues to marvel at how well Waterloo is
doing. “You certainly seem to be on a
higher growth curve than any of the
other clusters at this point in time,”
he says. 

One of the keys to Waterloo’s suc-
cess, Doyle believes, is its long histo-
ry of producing homegrown practi-
cal software, starting in the 1970s at
UW with educational software
launched by Wes Graham and Wat-
com. This evolved into general pur-
pose software developed by compa-
nies like Open Text and MKS, which
laid a solid foundation for the build-
ing of a technology cluster.

And in every case it was done with
local money, he says. “You didn’t need
much money, but what money you
did need you got it locally and you
were able to grow the companies up
to a size where foreign capital
wouldn’t drag them across the border
to the U.S,” says Doyle, chair of Doy-
letech Corp., which does business
planning for high-tech companies.

Mark Romoff, president and chief
executive officer of the Ontario Cen-
tres of Excellence, a provincially

funded agency that helps high-tech
researchers commercialize their
ideas, says Waterloo’s tech cluster is
“a remarkable mix of obvious giants”
such as RIM, Open Text and Dalsa,
and a slew of smaller innovative
firms. But if he could pinpoint the
main reason for Waterloo’s success, it
would be the strong connection be-
tween the business and academic
sectors. “The business community
and the academic community don’t
naturally work together,” he says.
“The interface doesn’t work. In the
case of Waterloo, the wiring is al-
ready predisposed to collaborate. It’s
a really great model for the rest of the
province.”

For Jackson, Waterloo’s resilience
is also based on something less tangi-
ble. If you look at the area’s history, it
was an in-land settlement, which
forced people to be more self-reliant
and altruistic, he says. “As corny as it
may sound, this community takes
care of itself. There’s a healthy com-
petition, but we all celebrate each
other’s successes.” 

RIM employs a local workforce of roughly 8,000

PHILIP WALKER, RECORD STAFF

Research In Motion has 24 buildings in Waterloo including a cluster at the intersection of Phillip and Columbia streets.

BlackBerry continued from page 26
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Sean Doherty, an associate pro-
fessor of geography and envi-
ronmental studies at Wilfrid

Laurier University, is a man on the
move, literally.

He is using the latest mobile tech-
nology, in combination with geo-
graphical information system tools,
to improve patient care by giving
health professionals the means to
construct “spatial” diaries that show
how a patient’s movements affect his
or her health and welfare.

The genesis of the concept came in
1998 when Doherty was busy using
travel diaries to determine how to
plan urban environments while
doing post-doctoral work at the Uni-
versity of Laval. 

He soon realized that available
GPS (global positioning system)
devices enabled him to know the
“where” and “when” of peoples’
movements, but not the “what.” He
wanted to find out why people were
moving between certain places.

He started working on a system
that would enable him to understand
the behaviours behind our move-
ments. While he was busy working
on a system to answer this question,
Doherty discovered that medical
professionals also were interested in
the answer to the “what” question
because it would help them care for
patients and develop treatment pro-
tocols. That was particularly true for
rehabilitation specialists.

In response to a suggestion from
the Innovations Group at the Uni-
versity of Toronto, which helps peo-
ple like Doherty bridge the gap be-
tween a research discovery and a
market ready product by linking
researchers with investors and busi-
nesses, Doherty started a pilot study
in 2007 with Dr. Paul Oh, medical
director of the cardiac program at the
Toronto Rehabilitation Institute.

They used GPS-enabled Black-
Berrys, connected with Bluetooth
wireless heart rate monitors, an
accelerometer and a continuous
glucose monitoring device, to track
the lives and activities of 40 diabetic
volunteers in Toronto.

The GPS-enabled BlackBerrys
showed where each person spent
their time and how they moved about
— whether they were walking or
driving — while the accelerometer
gave the pair a sense of physical ac-
tivity and energy expenditure. The
glucose monitor gave them a good
idea of how each activity or environ-
ment affected each person’s blood
sugar levels.

All of this information, when
compiled and combined with digital
geographical information, such as
the maps on Google Earth, enabled
the pair to construct a digital diary of
each test subject’s life. The spatial
information that Doherty’s system

added to the diary immediately en-
abled them to tell how active or in-
active a person had been and even
where they had gone.

The basic aim of the exercise –
each volunteer was monitored for
three days, with their blood sugar
levels being measured every five
minutes – was to try and establish
how environmental and lifestyle
factors, apart and in combination,
affect blood sugar levels.

One interesting finding was that
there appears to be a strong correla-
tion between the distance a person
lives from work and their blood sugar
level.

Because nobody previously had
thought to combine the equipment
that Doherty used in his monitoring
system in such a novel way, he faced
an immediate challenge as the study
started. He needed software that
would enable he and Oh to take all the
data and combine it in a form that
could be easily integrated with the
various software packages a doctor
might use. 

Doherty and his team’s lead devel-
oper, Luke Cwik, a University of
Waterloo computer science masters
student, ended up writing their own
monitoring software from scratch.
One immediate benefit of doing that
was that Doherty was able to apply
for a U.S. patent in 2006 and an in-
ternational patent in 2008 for the
monitoring software he and his team
developed.

The pilot study was so successful,
and Doherty and Oh gathered so
much information — Doherty is still
analyzing the data — that others in
the health sciences field are becom-
ing interested in the concept. 

Doherty, 41, is working with a
Toronto-based weight loss clinic that
is interested in using his software
and monitoring system to help cli-
ents overcome the health challenges
they face. For example, coaches from
the clinic would be able to monitor a
client’s daily routines, with the cli-
ent’s permission, and then make
suggestions, based on the person’s
activity and lifestyle diary, that
would help them make better choices
in order to live a healthier life.

Another possible application
Doherty is looking into is facility
management, especially for old age
residences. Using geographical in-
formation in such an environment
could allow staff to better care for the
residents, he says. 

For example, staff would be able to
monitor activity levels for each resi-
dent and better plan events. Also, the
ability to quickly determine changes
in activity levels would allow health
professionals to allocate extra staff-
ing resources to help improve a per-
son’s mobility, or detect early wheth-
er an underlying health issue might
be causing a patient to be less active
than he or she should be.

Spatial diaries can
improve patient care
By Gavin Crutchley, Special to The Record
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Afew years ago, a group of
international researchers
were able to link a particular

protein-coding gene to a group of rare
inherited fatal diseases known as
HRD, which stands for hyperparathy-
roidism, mental retardation and
facial dysmorphism.

Meanwhile, at the Oregon Health
and Science University in Portland,
Ore., researchers were able to identi-
fy the proteins that are important
biomarkers for Down syndrome.

Last year, a group of researchers
at the University of Alberta an-
nounced they had sequenced a pro-
tein which has the potential to be
used for safe food preservation and in
making antimicrobial drugs.

All of these discoveries came
about, in part, because of the work of
two computer science professors at
the University of Waterloo – Bin Ma
and Ming Li. The Waterloo company
they founded, Bioinformatics Solu-
tions, develops software used for
drug discovery research.

Ma and Li don’t get the acclaim for
making great discoveries, but earlier
this year they were honoured for
their efforts to improve the software
that makes groundbreaking discov-
eries possible.

Ma, 35, won the Premier’s Catalyst
Award for best young innovator
because of his research that led to the
development of protein sequencing
software known as PEAKS.

Li, who was Ma’s supervisor at
UW when they formed the company
almost a decade ago, won the Pre-
mier’s Discovery Award for innova-
tion leadership in recognition of his
success in launching bioinformatics
software and for co-founding the
university’s undergraduate bioinfor-
matics program.

While some academics are happy
to simply publish their algorithms,
Ma says: “I think that commercializ-
ing my research is showing responsi-
bility to my research, because I am
making software that is very usable.”

It was no easy task to launch and
sustain a bioinformatics company.

Li says that when Bioinformatics
Solutions was launched in 2000, it
was one of four Canadian companies

that had started developing bioinfor-
matics software tools for research-
ers. Of those four companies, two
have gone under and a third has
gotten out of biomedical research
software and is making gaming soft-
ware instead, he says.

“But we have survived, because of
our technology and innovation,” Li
says. Better still, the company has
been profitable for several years, he
notes.

The profits have not been huge,
“but we have managed to stay above
water,” Li says. 

The company started with just the
two co-founders, but now it employs
about 20 people.

Most people have heard of DNA
mapping to uncover the genome of
living organisms, but that’s just one
part of the puzzle of life. The DNA is
the information used to build a living
organism, but it is the codes for the
proteins, which are long chains of
amino acids, that do the work, along
with peptides, which are short
chains of amino acids and the build-

ing blocks of proteins. 
Proteins do jobs such as bind to

foreign particles in order to give
antibiotic resistance; bind and carry
atoms and small molecules within
the cells; transmit messages between
cells, tissues and organs; and provide
structure and support for cells.

If proteins are missing, malfunc-
tioning, or not forming properly, or if
they are not there in the right con-
centration, then a disease can result.
That’s why the whole field of prote-
omics, which involves figuring out
the structure of proteins and what
they do, is the Holy Grail for both
medical and agricultural research-
ers who work with living tissue. 

Bioinformatics Solutions isn’t the
only company producing software to
help in this field. 

Another big player is Matrix Sci-
ence in Boston, developer of Mascot
software. Matrix is the biggest player
in database search software; the
software goes through a huge data-
base to find the peptides that best
explain the information that the
researchers get when they put their
samples in mass spectrometry ma-
chines.

Bioinformatics Solutions also has
software that does database search-
ing, but the company’s biggest com-
petitive advantage comes from its
PEAKS software, which does a differ-
ent type of search, known as “de novo
sequencing.”

De novo sequencing is used when
researchers don’t have a complete
database of information on a par-
ticular organism. The algorithms in
PEAKS software analyze the mass
spectrum and look for “peaks” in the
data that signal which amino acids
are in a peptide fragment. From
there, researchers can reconstruct
the peptides and proteins.

“This is much harder to do, but it
is useful because even if your peptide
is not in the database, you can con-
struct it using de novo sequencing,”
Ma says. “It is like constructing a
puzzle and we have very nice algo-
rithms that will do this.”

The software is used by scientists
doing medical research at hospitals
and university centres, as well as in
pharmaceutical companies all over
the world. 

It is also popular with agricultural
researchers, simply because the
plant genome database is still in-
complete. “For that, they definitely
need to do de novo sequencing,” Ma
says.

“Mascot has been in the market a
lot longer and globally, it is the big-
gest, but when it comes to de novo
sequencing, we are now the leader in
that market,” Li says.

Bioinformatics Solutions is con-
stantly improving and adding new
functions to both its database search
and de novo sequencing software.

Ma says a function has been added
that helps determine if the concen-
tration of a protein in a sample of
diseased tissue is different. 

“The protein doesn’t have to be
completely missing from the sample,
but if the expression level is lower
than in normal tissue, that is good
enough as a biomarker, so there are
many researchers who want to know
this,” Ma explains.

Another new function helps the
researchers determine if a protein’s
function has been modified by the
cell. These improvements in the
already powerful suite of database
search and de novo sequencing soft-
ware will help the company compete
in a much bigger way, Ma says. 

Ma is also working in other areas
of mathematics as an associate pro-
fessor of computer science at UW, but
the development and improvement of
Bioinformatics Solutions software
will be his major focus for the next
few years.

“I started this and so I have to be
responsible and continue supporting
this software and adding more funct-
ions as the market requires,” Ma
says.

Li and Ma’s software is often men-
tioned in journal articles when dis-
coveries are announced, and they get
the satisfaction of knowing they are
the people behind some of the tools
that are used in making big discov-
eries. 

“It actually opens the possibility
for new discoveries,” Ma says. “It is a
usable product and people are will-
ing to pay to get it, so it is very satis-
fying.”

Waterloo firm plays role in drug discoveries

PHILIP WALKER, RECORD STAFF

Professor Bin Ma (left), chief
technology officer of Bioinformatics
Solutions Inc., and Ming Li, the firm’s
president and chair, have been
honoured for their efforts to improve
software used for drug discovery
research.

By Rose Simone, Record staff

rsimone@therecord.com
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The night sky above Kitchener
City Hall lights up with digital
images displayed on massive

projection screens mounted on the
tenth floor of the building.

The display is a symbol of the
area’s transformation from tradi-
tional manufacturing to digital in-
novation, led by companies such as
Christie Digital, a Kitchener firm
that made and donated the city hall
projectors.

The region has become home to
numerous digital companies, in-
cluding digital imaging specialist
Dalsa Corp., BlackBerry maker Re-
search In Motion, software giant
Open Text, Belgian owned Agfa
HealthCare, a developer of medical
imaging technology, and Com Dev
International, which makes satellite
equipment that is integral to today’s
digital communication age. 

Other global technology compa-
nies, such as Electronic Arts, Google
and Intel, have established offices in
the region to take advantage of the
area’s high-tech talent, and a host of
small digital media startups have
taken root, including Metranome,
which develops mobile video applica-
tions for smartphones, and LiveHive
Systems, with technology that allows
people to interact with their favou-

rite sports and game shows.
So it was only natural that this area

would become home base for the Cana-
dian Digital Media Network, a federal
program that hopes to foster and devel-
op a digital media economy across the
country.

“We want to position Canada as a
global leader in digital media,” says
Kevin Tuer of Communitech , who
doubles as managing director of the
Canadian Digital Media Network.

The federal mandate is to “acceler-
ate the pace of digital media creation
and commercialization” across Cana-
da, Tuer says. “There are pockets of
digital media capability right across
Canada, but for the most part, they all
have their own ecosystems going. We
want to break down those walls and
get them collaborating in a more fo-
cused way.” 

A big part of the endeavour involves
setting up two new digital media facil-
ities – the University of Waterloo Strat-
ford Institute and a digital media con-
vergence centre in downtown Kitche-
ner. About $61million has been pledged
over the next five years by various levels
of government and academic and in-
dustry partners for the facilities and
network that will nurture the talent and
companies that will be part of tomor-
row’s digital economy.

The University of Waterloo Strat-
ford Institute, in the cultural and

theatrical hub of Stratford, will focus
on research and graduating students
who will work in digital media compa-
nies. The institute plans to launch a
one-year professional graduate pro-
gram in digital media next fall. An
undergraduate program on global
digital media should be open to its first
students by fall 2011, says Tobi Day-
Hamilton, a spokesperson for the UW
Stratford Institute. The programs will
cover the “unique intersection of
business, creativity and technology,”
she says. “You can get a business de-
gree, a technology degree or a creative
degree, but this will combine all three
in one.”

The digital media convergence
centre proposed for downtown Kitche-
ner, meanwhile, will nurture digital
media startups and be a place to show-
case digital media technology created
in this area. A location hasn’t been
announced yet, but if negotiations to
house it in the former Lang Tannery
building, at Victoria and Joseph
Streets, pan out it would transform an
old economy building into a hub for
the new digital economy.

Tuer says the goal is to have the
digital media convergence centre open
by the end of 2010. “What we are doing
is merging the technical class and the
creative class. So it is the tool makers
and the tool users working in harmo-
ny,” he says.

Gerry Remers, president of Chris-
tie Digital, one of the private sector
partners contributing equipment to
the digital media facilities, says he
envisions being able to showcase 3-D
virtual environments at the centre in
Kitchener, as well as providing men-
torship and support to digital media
startups. “We hope to be a customer
and bring touring researchers and
institutions through there and we may
actually consider participating in
startups and even buying some start-
ups,” he says. 

“So we want to be heavily involved,
as a supplier, a customer and a user.” 

Tom Jenkins, executive chair of
Open Text, was instrumental in get-
ting his company to commit $10 mil-
lion in cash, technology and services
to the UW Stratford Institute. “We
realized that this is the best way to
create a source of talent for Open Text
for the next 10 years,” he says.

Open Text is a good example of a
global technology company that is
ready to ride the new digital media
wave. The Waterloo-based company
develops software that helps large
companies manage their workflow as
they undertake projects where in-
formation needs to be shared and
worked on collaboratively at offices
around the world. 

MATHEW McCARTHY, RECORD STAFF

Gerry Remers (left), president of Christie Digital, Kevin Tuer, managing director of the Canadian Digital Media Network, and Tom Jenkins, executive chair of
Open Text Corp., are among the local business people spearheading efforts to put the Waterloo Region area into the forefront of the digital economy.

Digital innovation transforms local economy

By Rose Simone, Record staff 

Digital continued on page 31



Since 1967, Conestoga has built productive partnerships with business and industry 
to benefit the community. 

The Alliance of Ontario Food Processors has chosen Conestoga as home for their new 
60,000 sq. ft. training centre at the new Cambridge campus.  The food and beverage 
processing industry is Canada’s second largest and continues to grow in importance.
Conestoga and the AOFP will ensure that growth continues.
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But today’s information content is
not just text. Increasingly, it is also
video, audio and 3-D images.

Jenkins asks people to imagine an
aircraft engine manual that is trans-
lated into many different languages
for aircraft mechanics all over the
world. That in itself is a hugely com-
plex undertaking, but “fast forward
to a day when you also have video of
the engine being overhauled and you
could hyperlink to any component on
that engine to another video that
shows the details . . . now, all of a
sudden, it is a show-and-tell story.”

The example of the aircraft engine
manual in video format also illus-
trates how the whole definition of
“digital media” is expanding far
beyond its traditional focus on com-
puter games and other types of digi-
tal entertainment.

“The reality is that the underlying
technology will revolutionize the
way we work together,” Jenkins says.
“It is not unlike the fax machines or
cellphones or emails revolutionized
the earlier generations of this tech-
nology.”

Another example of the digital
revolution comes from the medical
field. The digital image of a MRI
(magnetic resonance imaging) scan
can now be combined with a patient’s
digitized medical records and trans-
mitted using an internet interface.

Christie Digital further illustrates
the potential of digital media. Its
digital projectors are famous in Hol-
lywood, and in cinemas and post-
production houses all over the world.
But the company also sells 3-D visual-
ization systems that are used to cre-
ate virtual environments for aero-
space training, to simulate how a
new auto part will look and behave,
study geological data in living colour,

model molecules for pharmaceutical
research and peer inside a human
brain. All of this is part and parcel of
“digital media,” which is why it will
continue to become an increasingly
important part of the economy, Tuer
says. 

Another economic trend is the
democratization of media. We live in
a world where anyone with talent can
buy a relatively inexpensive video
camera, a decent laptop and editing
software, and put together a profes-
sional-looking independent film.

“Whereas Hollywood needs block-
busters and hundreds of millions in
box office revenue, if you can do it
and capture a small audience and
generate $100,000 a year in revenue,
well, that’s a pretty good living for
one person,” says David Kruis, presi-

dent of Metranome Inc., which devel-
ops applications that help indepen-
dent filmmakers and big studios tap
into the global audience of people
who use mobile devices like the
BlackBerry or iPhone.

Similarly, LiveHive Systems devel-
ops applications that help engage an
audience in an internet universe
with millions of channels. The Water-
loo firm’s technology allows people
to go online and interact and play
along with their favourite TV show
or sports broadcast. “People are
watching TV but they are often also
doing something else (like surfing
the web) while watching TV,” says
LiveHive president David Bullock.

Remers of Christie Digital says
that all this content creation will be a
big part of the future economy, and it

will involve a merging of artistic and
engineering talent. 

“I don’t see a difference between
the artist and the engineer. These are
two sides of the same coin and they
need one another. In digital media,
they come together. 

“When we think about what kind
of work our children, and our chil-
dren’s children will do, it is all about
the spirit of entrepreneurialism in
knowledge-based economies and
cultural industries. It is about cul-
ture and communications, which
have always been strengths for Cana-
da,” Remers says.

The faith in digital media as a
strong part of the economic future is
backed up by economic projections.
Despite the recession, consumer
spending in digital media is project-
ed to rise in the next four years and
will outpace growth in the gross
domestic product by 2013, according
to the PricewaterhouseCoopers
global entertainment and media
outlook report for 2009 to 2013. While
the economic downturn will slow
growth in the near term, faster ac-
cess speeds and continuing demand
for versatile, easy-to-use applications
will drive the broadband market over
the long run,” Tracey Jennings, a
PricewaterhouseCoopers entertain-
ment and media practice leader, says
in the report.

Jenkins says the United States is
making a huge investment in digital
media, and the European Union is
putting a significant amount of mon-
ey into its stimulus package for the
digitization of cultural content. 

For Canada, with its relatively
small population, ‘the big challenge
is how do we punch above our
weight,” Jenkins says. “Other coun-
tries are starting to understand this
is a very important part of their fu-
ture and Canada is now also recog-
nizing that.”

Tuer says it is “undeniable that
the world is moving toward a knowl-
edge-based economy,” and that
means the investment in digital
media is of critical importance from
an economic perspective. “Every-
body recognizes that this is where
the future is, and we want to make
sure that we are at the front of that
line,” he says.

RECORD STAFF

Kitchener City Hall lights up with digital images displayed on
massive projection screens mounted on the tenth floor.

Open Text
ready to ride
new digital
media wave

Digital continued from page 30
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When Kevin King graduates
from Conestoga College
this fall, he’ll have a feather

in his cap to boost his resume.
The fourth-year integrated ad-

vanced engineering technology
student was part of a design team
that helped find a solution for a chal-
lenge facing Fulton Engineering
Specialties.

As part of their course work, a
group of students worked on a way to
optimize construction of cryogenic
containers, used to store materials at
extremely cold temperatures.

Unlike many academic exercises,
the work wasn’t merely theoretical.
The students were given research
guidelines by Fulton, and the compa-
ny, located in Caledon, plans to use
their work to bring a product to mar-
ket.

“The neat thing about working
this way is actually the industry
contact,” King says. “They have
input, and they have requests and
requirements you want to follow up
on. This is more like the real world –
it has to work, and there are dead-
lines that have to be met. It gives you
a sense of purpose in the actual pro-
ject. And it makes your work more
valued, which is nice.”

The project was arranged by Con-
estoga’s Office of Applied Research.

The office, established in 2004, facil-
itates partnerships between busi-
nesses and students. Director Angela
Vuk says it tries to be responsive to
companies coming to the college
with a particular need.

“We mobilize our faculty and our
students to work on those projects to
come up with solutions,” she says.
“The goal is to help our community
partners become more economically
viable, to help them create jobs, to
help them become more competitive.
At the end of the day, the student gets
great hands-on experience, they’ve
expanded their thinking, their in-
novation ability, and the company
walks away with a solution to a prob-
lem. So it’s a great win-win.”

The college’s industry liaison
officer, John Goerzen, matches the
requirements of the applied research
projects with the curriculum re-
quirements of the college program.
Fourth-year students work on com-
plex design and analysis projects,
while third-year students roll up
their sleeves and build actual proto-
types. 

Typically, students function as
solution providers in the process of
taking an idea and turning it into a
feasible product. For example, two
years ago, Research In Motion came
to the college when it wanted to ex-
plore how the testing of keys on a
BlackBerry could become an auto-
mated process. Twenty-five students

worked for eight months on that
project.

“It was a first look at the problem,
a proof-of-concept to find out whether
it can be done,” Goerzen says. “We’ll
help you figure out how to get a
square peg in a round hole. You’ve
come up with the square peg, and
you’ve come up with the round hole.
The college will help you find a way
to make it happen.”

In the future, the Office of Applied
Research anticipates doing more
work in the fields of health, partic-
ularly in the areas of health informat-
ics and nursing, and telecommunica-
tions. In telecommunications, the
focus likely will be on wireless net-
works, access and transmission
technologies, synthetic instrumenta-
tion, testing and electronics manu-
facturing.

Although the office has worked
with RIM and other corporate heavy-
hitters such as Cambridge-based
satellite equipment manufacturer
Com Dev International, most of the

projects involve small- and medium-
size businesses that lack the time,
staff, or research labs to get their
ideas off of the drawing board.

For Cambridge Elevating, a 30-
person firm that designs and builds
custom residential elevators, the
partnership with the college was the
ideal way to develop a new product.

The company had come up with
an idea for a wheelchair lift that can
travel almost four metres vertically,
indoors or outdoors. Although it has
the expertise on staff to develop the
lift, handing off the work to Con-
estoga students will help the busy
company reduce the costs of initial
research.

Fourth-year students completed a
design feasibility analysis, mar-
keting study and cost analysis for the
lift. They had to meet electrical and
safety codes, and make sure the prod-
uct could work in all seasons.

The company’s operations manag-
er, Derek Moorse, consulted with the
group throughout the process and
was impressed with their abilities.

“The work is very good. It’s solid,
it’s factual. Every element of the engi-
neering is proven. It’s very complete.”

Now the firm’s engineers will
evaluate the students’ work to see 
if the prototype of their design is
appropriate, or if modifications are
needed.

Conestoga students give industry a lift

RECORD STAFF

Conestoga College student Jamie Montag examines the robotic arm of a machine that makes sleeves for hot beverages out of recycled Tim Hortons cups. 

By Charlotte Prong Parkhill, 
Special to The Record

Conestoga continued on page 33

IN QUOTES ANGELA VUK
CONESTOGA’S OFFICE 
OF APPLIED RESEARCH

“The goal is to help our community
partners become more economically
viable, to help them create jobs, to help
them become more competitive.”
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“I would strongly recommend to
other businesses to utilize the skill
set at Conestoga,” Moorse says. 

“It’s a benefit on so many levels.
You build a relationship with future
talent, and you get a fresh set of eyes.
And there’s a feel-good factor – you’re
contributing to a community experi-
ence.”

About 60 per cent of Conestoga
alumni continue to live and work in
the Waterloo Region area so the pro-
gram benefits the community in
more than one way.

Local companies get access to a
pool of students with solid research
and development skills, and the grad-
uates are ready to hit the ground
running in their first post-grad em-
ployment.

“It’s made it beneficial to us, to
help us develop a sense of dealing
with customers and suppliers and
talking with real people in the real
world,” King says. “Because that’s
obviously what you have to do on the
job.”

A sample of projects arranged
through Conestoga College’s Office
of Applied Research: 

LMR Inc. (Listowel) – developing

the Longarm, an agricultural prod-
uct for herding hogs, and increasing
market capacity

Blount Canada (Guelph) – analy-
sis and optimization for the manufac-
ture of chainsaw chains

Com Dev International (Cam-
bridge) – reducing noise, time and
cost of an automated demurring
system

Fulton Engineered Specialties
(Caledon) – designing an efficient
strapping system for 600-gallon por-
table cryogenic pressure vessels

Renmar Designs (Windsor) –
optimization and fabrication of an
after-market cooling and filtration
system for motorcycles.

Funding your project:
Conestoga College works with a

variety of funding partners, includ-
ing the Ministry of Research and
Innovation, the Ontario Centres of
Excellence, the CME Smart Program
and the Colleges Ontario Network for
Industry Innovation. Funding deci-
sions are made on a case-by-case
basis. 

For more information, contact
John Goerzen, the college’s industry
liaison officer, at jgoerzen@con-
estogac.on.ca or 519-748-5220 ext.
2362.

More than half of grads
stay in Waterloo Region

RECORD STAFF

Conestoga College engineering student Kevin King displays the technical
details of a new process for manufacturing cryogenic containers.

Conestoga continued from page 32
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Brainpark is based out of an
unassuming brick house
along a buzzing Woolwich

Street in Guelph, but its reach ex-
tends to far-flung locales like San
Francisco, Atlanta and Buenos
Aires. 

That might seem strange because
until a few months ago the company
barely had any paying customers.
But that’s part of the puzzling nature
of the software startup — interna-
tionally-minded and with notable
backers, and yet barely out of the
gate.

The coming months will be in-
teresting times for Brainpark as it
shifts from a focus on research and
development to selling and support-
ing the social intelligence software it
spent so much time perfecting. 

“For about two years, we were
locked in a room, focusing on devel-
opment. Now we’re trying to break
out of that room,” says Brydon Gillis,
a software developer who came to
Brainpark in those early days when
the startup’s design team still met in
rented dance studios. 

Brainpark, launched in July 2007,
emerged from that “room” with
software that aims to improve com-
panies’ productivity by tapping into
the collective knowledge of their
employees. Think of it as Facebook
for companies, but less about making
friends and more about getting
things done more quickly and effec-
tively. 

The basic premise of Brainpark’s
software is that companies, espe-
cially larger ones, don’t always do a
good job of mining the expertise and
experience that already resides with-
in their own ranks. This leads to
duplication and wasted time, the
company says.

“A lot of companies feel they’re
very strong at inventing and creating
things. What they’re not very good at
is reusing stuff that has already been
done,” says Gillis, a product manager
at the company. “If we can get peo-
ple to do the basic things only a few
times and allow other people to
reuse it, then they can move up and
focus on harder challenges within
the company.”

E. BRIAN CLARK, SPECIAL TO THE RECORD

Brydon Gilliss is a chief software developer at Brainpark, a Guelph startup
that develops software to capture “social intelligence” from the interactions
between employees.

Guelph’s Brainpark
capitalizing on 
‘social intelligence’
By Greg Mercer, Special to The Record

Brainpark continued on page 35
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How would these services benefit my company?
HP Data Center Services are designed to:
Help you determine the adequacy of your data center environment
Help you understand how to utilize your data center resources more efficiently
Help you gain a better understanding of your space, power, and cooling resource requirements
Recommend effective equipment racking orientation and placement for improved data center 
cooling
Leverage thermal modeling tools and techniques to help you develop effective and efficient 
cooling strategies for high-density server and storage equipment
Help you plan for adding new equipment to your data center

Save up to 30% on cooling costs.
Address record-breaking energy and cooling costs while keeping pace with increasing 
performance and power density demands.  HP Thermal Assessments are smart cooling 
solutions that provide detailed analysis on how to reduce required energy usage or meet energy 
usage caps — improving data center efficiency and total cost of ownership.

Increase server density in existing data centers.
Postpone building new data centers by maximizing current data center resources. Add more 
servers without incurring additional building costs. Using sophisticated thermal modeling tools, 
HP Thermal Intermediate and Comprehensive Assessments determine the most efficient 
equipment layout and resource management. Thermal modeling includes “what if” analyses to 
help plan for the maximum usage of available capacity.

Reduce the risk of heat-related failures.
Understand data center risk areas for better cooling environment management. 
Make changes to data center infrastructure to stop heat-related equipment 

Ask Us About Our Managed Services

failures before they happen.

The FOX and 
the environment.

Changing to meet your needs. 

Call us today!
519.886.8895

www.foxnetsolutions.com

tnemniatnoC and consolidation of servers for improved ROI
ta center assessment and planning
ta center server solutions

P High Availability utilizing HP-UX clustering
P Super Scalable Superdome
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After developing a few pro-
totypes, Brainpark believes it
has worked out the kinks in its
product. 

Now customers have start-
ed calling, paying for the soft-
ware on a per user, per month
basis. 

There’s the major “media
conglomerate” based out of
Atlanta that uses the software
to connect its far-flung em-
ployees. 

There’s the large architec-
tural firm that brought in
Brainpark after finding out
three separate teams within
its divisions were bidding on
the same project. 

Then there’s Great Harvest,
the Montana-based bakery
chain that uses the software to
enable franchisees to share
ideas with each other more
easily. 

The software can be applied
to an employees’ computer
desktops, tracking what they
search online and enter into
their digital calendars.

Virtually any digital docu-
ment can be absorbed by the
software — as a result a co-
worker in another department
might suddenly discover that
you have information or have
done research that can help
them.

The object isn’t to create a
system that saddles its users
with obscene amounts of extra
work organizing their infor-
mation, though. 

“Ultimately, we want to
know ‘how do we build some-
thing that allows them to do
their work better,” Gillis says.
“We don’t want them to feel
like a glorified filing clerk.” 

During its development,
Brainpark drew the attention
George Boedecker Jr., founder
of Crocs Inc., the Colorado-
based maker of those ubiqui-
tous plastic clogs. 

Boedecker, who became
acquainted with the startup
after being approached by a
“friend of a friend” of Brain-
park co-founder Mark Dowds,
became the startup’s lead
investor and now serves as
chair of the company’s board. 

Balancing out the board are
Brainpark’s founders — Bob-
by John, who created boutique

software firm Personus Inc.
while still studying at uni-
versity, and Dowds, an Irish-
born investor who has coached
executives at American Ex-
press, PricewaterhouseCoop-
ers, Royal Bank of Canada and
CIBC.

Brainpark seems to fit the
bill of a turn-the-model-up-
side-down startup where staff
bike to work and work in their
bare feet.

This is not a top-down com-
pany. 

Brainpark’s 11 employees
talk about mutual respect;
they subscribe to a model of
workplace democracy that
means any staff member, in-
cluding chief executive
Dowds, can be removed by a
vote by co-workers. Managers
don’t fire here — if a subordi-
nate isn’t doing their job, a
team is put together to decide
if the employee should leave or
stay with the company.

For now, the plan is to re-
main in Guelph. All design
and development work will
continue to be done in the city;
the company says there’s no
shortage of local talent or
software specialists it can
draw on. 

What’s less clear, Gillis
admits, is how Brainpark will
change as it moves from start-
up to viable tech company. 

“It’s something we talk
about every day,” he says. “It’s
the phase of life we’re in now.”

Employees subscribe 
to workplace democracy:
everyone gets a vote

About Brainpark Inc.: 
Founders: Bobby John and

Mark Dowds
Board chair: George Boedecker

Jr., founder of Crocs Inc. 

What it does: Brainpark
develops software that uses
“social intelligence” to
capture information and
know-how hiding within
organizations

Web: brainpark.com
Employees: 11

Brainpark continued from page 34
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For the better part of a century,
these acres on Guelph’s east-
ern edge were the ultimate

self-sufficient community, with live-
in workers who milked dairy cattle,
raised crops and tended to orchards.

Today, the city is hoping to trans-
form this same property with an
ambitious project in the spirit of that
original community, creating a green
neighbourhood with room for thou-
sands to live and work in cutting-
edge jobs in fields such as bioscienc-
es and food research. 

The only difference is this time
the workers will be allowed to leave.
The original workers couldn’t – they
were inmates on the Ontario Refor-
matory, and their labour transformed
the valley around the Eramosa River
into picturesque ponds, gardens and
farmland. 

Although the former prison closed
in 2003, some of the landscaping done
by the inmates will be preserved by
the Guelph Innovation District, a
400-hectare swath of land that would
be the home for a new life sciences
cluster some hope will become the
new pillar of the city’s economy. 

The innovation district, still years
away from construction, is one of
Guelph’s most ambitious answers to
projected population increases and a
desired shift away from manufactur-
ing to so-called sunrise jobs in emerg-
ing fields. Those behind it aren’t
naïve to the challenges. To succeed,
the private sector needs to be willing

to invest millions – one consultant
pegged the cost of site preparation
alone at around $100 million – and
planners must create an attractive
place to live and play, too. 

But the innovation district has
already attracted interest from some
developers and institutions like the
University of Guelph and Conestoga
College, even if blue-sky job targets of
up to 10,000 workers in the district
might be admittedly high. 

“The big question is ‘can we actu-
ally meet the employment targets?’
But you have to start with a goal,”
says Barb Maly, a business devel-
opment specialist in the city’s eco-
nomic development office.

Guelph has never tried to create a
complete community quite like this,
and the planning, which began in
2005, is complex. Designers need to
preserve heritage properties like the
reformatory, which was built in 1910,
appease private land owners, plan for
high-density condos and businesses,

protect green space around the Era-
mosa River, and figure out how to
work with two big users already
there – a massive Cargill Canada
slaughterhouse and the city’s own
waste processing facility. 

Then there’s the city-owned rail
line which runs through the pro-
posed district, which senior policy
planner Joan Jylanne says could one
day be a high-speed link to down-
town. Not that the residents would
need to leave – early designs call for
restaurants and grocery stores for
the workers who would live only a
quick walk from their jobs. 

Self-sufficiency is a major theme
behind the planning. Even Cargill is
getting in on the act. The U.S.-based
company wants to build a “bio-di-
gester” that would produce power for
the planned community by using
animal waste left over from its pro-
cessing operations.

“The inmates at the reformatory
were completely self-sufficient. They
raised their own food, made their
own power, and had everything they
needed here. Now everything has
come full circle again,” says Jylanne.
“This is a new era.” 

Guelph hopes the Innovation
District will become the heart of an
agricultural and environmental
technology cluster, where fledgling
startups and established, multina-
tional companies can work and do
research side-by-side. 

“McMaster has its health cluster,
Waterloo has its tech cluster, and
Guelph has its agri-foods and envi-

ronment cluster,” said Maly. “We’re
building on our strengths.”

The city seems to have the backing
of both provincial and federal offi-
cials. In June, the department of
Foreign Affairs and International
Trade provided $85,000 to create an
economic development plan aimed at
pulling in foreign investment for the
project. Meantime, planning work
rolls on – designers hope to have
conceptual models unveiled this fall,
so people can start to imagine what
the district would look like in 20
years. 

There’s still another five to 10
years of planning before bulldozers
can move in. And Guelph is in a bit of
a race against time – it’s not the only
city trying to shift its economy away
from traditional manufacturing
toward green economy companies.

“It’s in competition with hun-
dreds of other jurisdictions who want
to build the jobs of the future,” says
Jim Wadleigh, executive director of
the Guelph Partnership for Innova-
tion, a non-profit group that helps
agricultural technology startups
bring their ideas and research to the
marketplace. 

But his group is behind the pro-
ject, saying the city needs a place
where its life sciences companies and
researchers can have more inter-
action with each other, a place where
ideas are shared, partnerships
formed, and hopefully, jobs grow. 

“It’s going to be challenging,” he
said. “But this is a real opportunity
to take Guelph forward.”

Former jail land slated to be innovation hub

RYAN PFEIFFER, SPECIAL TO THE RECORD

Joan Jylanne (left), a senior policy planner with the City of Guelph, and Barb Maly, a business development specialist with the city, believe the former Ontario
Reformatory lands in Guelph can be turned into an innovation district that could employ up to 10,000 people.

By Greg Mercer, Special to The Record

Guelph Innovation District, by the

numbers:
y 421hectares (1,053 acres)
y Rough time frame for
development: 20 years 
y $1billion (estimated private and

public sector costs over that span)

y Space for 3,000 – 5,000 residents 

y Home to 8,000 – 10,000 jobs
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Tony Cassetta sees some in-
teresting sights on his fre-
quent travels through south-

ern Ontario. And sometimes they’re
downright scary.

On a recent trip from Waterloo to
Mississauga, Cassetta, chief operat-
ing officer of Waterloo-based In-
telligent Mechatronic Systems Inc.,
counted 16 people passing him on
Highway 401who were typing text
messages while driving at more than
100 km/h.

The communications industry
veteran admits he’s terrified by that
kind of roadway roulette. He has
reason to be: Research suggests that
cellphone use while driving increas-
es the risk of a crash by four times.
Four provinces have banned the
practice: Nova Scotia, Newfoundland
and Labrador, Quebec and Ontario.
But many drivers still take the risk.
“I want people’s behaviour to
change,” says Cassetta. “We’ve just
got to find a way.”

Intelligent Mechatronic Systems,
better known as IMS, believes it has
the answer: an innovative, hands-free
device called iLane that allows driv-
ers to read and respond to email
using only their voices.

Launched last year, iLane is de-
signed to work with BlackBerry
smartphones and is the brainchild of
the company’s Libyan-born presi-
dent and chief executive officer, Ot-
man Basir.

Basir, an associate professor of
electrical and computer engineering
at the University of Waterloo, is also
the driving force behind DriveSync,
IMS’s other main product. DriveSync
plugs into a car’s on-board diagnostic
port and can be used by insurance
companies, trucking fleets or even
parents to monitor driving beha-
viour and vehicle location.

Cassetta believes the two technol-
ogies offer the potential for signif-
icant profits. But above all, he adds,
the 10-year-old firm will remain tight-
ly focused on developing products
that make driving less dangerous
and the roads less risky. “Dr. Basir
really started the business with a
very clear mission,” he says. “How do
we make vehicles safer and smarter,
and today we include greener.”

That goal originally inspired IMS
to develop safer airbags that auto-
matically adjust their deployment
velocity to match the occupant’s
body-mass index. Later, Basir and his
researchers created a “smart” seat-
belt reminder system that distin-
guishes between animate and inani-
mate objects. But the sales cycle for
automotive components is extremely
long, says Cassetta, so the company
turned its attention to products that
reap quicker rewards. 

With the launch of DriveSync in
2006 and iLane late last year, growth
is accelerating. In the past two years,
the privately held firm’s workforce
has jumped from 45 employees to 120.

And there’s room for more. In May,
IMS moved into a completely refur-
bished, 73,000-square-foot building
on King Street North that sits on 7.2
hectares of prime real estate on the
site of Conestoga College’s former
Waterloo campus. 

The firm’s profile is expanding,
too. In March, Andrew Seybold, an
influential wireless industry analyst
and consultant based in California,
chose iLane as one of the three most
innovative wireless products for
2009. Previous winners of the award
include Research In Motion’s Black-
Berry Pearl.

Earlier this year, IMS was also
named as one of Canada’s 10 wireless
companies to watch by Toronto-
based IDC Canada, a technology
research and consulting firm. “I
think there’s a lot of promise for
them moving forward if they can
build partnerships to expand distri-
bution,” says Krista Napier, the lead
analyst for IDC Canada’s Technology
Innovation Watch reports. “I think
increasing legislation for hands-free
phone use is going to be a key driver
for them.”

Cassetta calls iLane a “disruptive
technology” that could generate
exponential sales growth. Its closet
competitors, he notes, are server-
based and don’t provide the same
security, functionality or ease-of-use.

In July, IMS announced a distribu-
tion deal with Bell Mobility that puts
the $399 iLane in the chain’s more

than 500 stores across Canada. The
company is talking to two mobile
phone companies in the U.S., and
iLane is already sold online in the
States. Cassetta believes the product
will hit the European market some-
time next year. Ultimately, he says,
he’d like to see it embedded in vehi-
cles as optional or standard equip-
ment.

iLane has impressed some of
North America’s toughest technolo-
gy writers, notes Ken Truffen, IMS’s
vice-president of marketing. The
converts include discerning critics
like David Pogue of the New York
Times. “iLane could be heaven-sent
for anyone who sits in traffic to and
from work every day,” Pogue wrote in
his Times column last March. “It
really, truly works.”

One potential roadblock, says
Napier of IDC Canada, is research
that shows that even hands-free de-
vices can distract drivers. She
doubts, however, that lawmakers
would ban hands-free equipment
because even radios or boisterous
children in the back seat can pose a
distraction.

DriveSync has attracted its own
share of attention, and Cassetta is
confident it will play an important
role in the company’s success. The
main target market for the product is
insurance companies that are of-
fering or testing pay-as-you-drive
(PAYD) auto insurance, in which
rates are determined by the policy-
holder’s driving habits. Also known
as usage-based insurance, the option
is already available from a handful of
companies in the United States, the
U.K., Japan, and other countries.

Cassetta says DriveSync is in-
volved in several large pilot projects,
and IMS is “close to doing something
commercially” with two insurance
companies. The device can also be
used for so-called road pricing pro-
grams, and is currently one of four
devices being tested in a U.K. Depart-
ment for Transport pilot project in
the London area in which drivers
would be charged for travelling in
congested areas. Unlike some com-
petitors, IMS offers companies an
end-to-end, turnkey solution, in-
cluding customer service and billing.

From the company’s products to
the open, glass-walled layout of its
headquarters, IMS is a reflection of
Basir’s vision, says Truffen. “He has
some aggressive growth plans for the
company,” Truffen adds, “and this is
just that start.”

If consumers and companies are
willing to jump aboard, IMS could be
in for a pleasant ride.

PHILIP WALKER, RECORD STAFF

Otman Basir, chief executive officer of Intelligent Mechatronic Systems, holds the company’s iLane and DriveSync
“intelligent” automotive products.

IMS aims to making driving safer
By John Schofield, Special to The Record

IN QUOTES DAVID POGUE
NEW YORK TIMES COLUMN

“iLane could be heaven-sent for anyone
who sits in traffic to and from work every
day. It really, truly works.”
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With digital media con-
tent doubling on aver-
age every three months,

it is no longer enough to just be
keeping up. Instead, you need to
be consistently innovating, creat-
ing and collaborating to be suc-
cessful.

I challenge you to find a com-
munity that is more innovative,
creative and collaborative than —
Hello, you’re living in one —
Waterloo Region. 

At Canada’s Technology Tri-
angle Inc., our role involves at-
tracting new businesses to invest
in our region. That includes busi-
nesses that will contribute to the
expansion of our digital media
cluster as our community jour-
neys toward becoming an in-
dustry leader in the sector.

Companies like Open Text,
Christie Digital Systems, Dalsa,
Agfa HealthCare and of course,
Research In Motion, to name a
few, are rapidly propelling us in
this direction. They are working
at bringing Canada up to snuff as
we transition from the desktop
driven world of Web 2.0 to the
mobile work-life balanced world
of Web 3.0. 

Collaborating in a world that
is redefining how we communi-
cate is necessary; and these com-
panies are literally transforming
how we get our message out
there.

There is no doubt that it is
good timing for us to be working
toward leading in this sector, and
we are well positioned for many
reasons. This past June, Open
Text engaged with leaders from
government, business and acade-
mia to discuss Canada’s digital
media strategy at the premier
Canada 3.0 Forum.

In addition, we will be privy to
magnificent research capabilities
through initiatives such as the
Corridor for Advancing Canadi-
an Digital Media (CACDM),
which will be located on our door-
step. CACDM is a partnership
between Communitech and the
Stratford Institute of the Uni-
versity of Waterloo that will focus
on digital media and global busi-
ness. This will indeed help to
make the region a true focal point
for digital media. 

Look at Waterloo Region as a
new, critical digital media ‘hub.’
Companies, research facilities,
and entrepreneurs are merging
talents with the common goal of
sharing information to grow
together to make our region into
a world leader. Explore for a mo-

ment the visual transformation
that is happening to Kitchener
City Hall through the efforts of
our own Christie Digital. It is a
digital facelift, if you will, that
looks directly into the eyes of a 3.0
world and says, “I’m ready.” Addi-
tions such as this, and the new
Digital Media Convergence Cen-
tre in Kitchener, will help us to
clearly demonstrate how serious
we are about mastering the digi-
tal media stage.

As digital media moves away
from just entertainment and
directly into the workplace, (in
just about every industry imagin-
able), it is not just a desire, but it
is a necessity to adapt. 

At Canada’s Technology Tri-
angle, we have recognized this
cultural shift, and know that we
need to do more than adapt. We
need to lead by example. 

One of the key ways we are
participating in this metamor-
phosis is in our founding part-
nership with the Ontario Tech-
nology Corridor (OTC). It brings
together five main regions: the
three leading information and
communication technology clus-
ters in Ontario (the Greater To-
ronto Area, Waterloo Region and
Ottawa Region) plus Niagara
Region and the London area with
the intent of engaging and ex-
panding this cutting-edge tech-
nology in Canada and the world.
As the OTC states: “With the
projected global market for the
digital media/gaming sector to
reach $1.48 trillion US in 2009, the
OTC is poised as a global centre of
excellence.” 

There you have it – a region
that is striving to always be a few
key steps ahead. Canada’s Tech-
nology Triangle is thrilled to be
an active player in the Waterloo
Region – a place that is well on its
way to giving a whole new mean-
ing to being ‘digitized’.

Waterloo Region 
becoming leader 
in digital media

John Jung is the chief executive
officer of Canada’s Technology
Triangle Inc.
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For Tyler Weichel and his team
at Waterloo’s Motek Mobile,
staying ahead of the technolog-

ical curve has been the key to suc-
cess.

Specializing in ring tones, wall-
paper, games and applications for
mobile devices, Motek Mobile is
capitalizing on an increasingly wire-
less world.

“Our direct contracts with wire-
less carriers are pretty much impos-
sible to get now,” he says. “Our tim-
ing was perfect, and timing is pretty
much everything in this (industry).”

Weichel and Colin Pilsner found-
ed Motek in 2002. They partnered
with a South Korean media company
with the aim of bringing mobile
games to the North American mar-
ket. At the time, South Korea was
several years ahead of North Amer-
ica, Weichel says.

It wasn’t easy going at first. 
“We started with nothing, no

capital, no investment,” says Wei-
chel, the company’s chief executive
officer. “But we managed to bring in
some angel financing about a year
and a half in.”

Since then, Motek has grown to a
12-member team, moved to Weichel’s
ideal office – an open concept design
with lots of natural light and a casual
atmosphere – and hooked a number
of top clients. Serving a market of up
to 300 million wireless subscribers,
the company has a content library
with more than 10,000 unique ring
tones, games, applications and other
wireless content.

The company’s first big client was
AT&T. It now also has contracts with
Rogers, Telus, Virgin and Microsoft
among others.

Business has really accelerated in
the last three years, Weichel says.

Weichel’s background is in the
creative and marketing fields in
advertising. But creating and mar-
keting mobile content was not a
stretch. “I always had an interest in
technology . . . and mobile and wire-
less,” he says.

Motek, named to convey the com-
bination of mobile and technology,
made a big splash in the Canadian
ring tone market a few years ago as
one of the first companies to sell a
number of popular ring tones.

These days, the company is fo-
cused on applications for the Black-
Berry and Apple’s iPhone. 

It has 70 applications in its library.
The big thing right now is person-

alized content for those platforms, as
well as Google’s Android.

“Everybody knows applications
are huge right now for the iPhone
and BlackBerry,” Weichel says.
“There are some emerging platforms
that will be interesting.”

Motek is interested in personaliz-
ing its content to meet people’s needs,
combining personalization with
functionality, Weichel says.

And just like Motek’s timing for

starting the business was perfect, the
industry experienced a boom in
demand for applications at just the
right time. 

As the economy went sour, new
iPhone and BlackBerry models came
on the market. The technology de-
manded new smartphone applica-
tions.

“We’re hiring,” says Weichel. “We
just hired four people and I hope to
expand our team to 15 people by the
end of the year.”

A coup came a year and a half ago
when Motek joined with Rogers
Wireless in launching BlackBerry
Nation, a content download store.
That was before BlackBerry maker
Research In Motion established is
own apps store, Weichel notes.

Motek also licenses applications

and games from other companies
that it sells in its library.

One of its most popular applica-
tions is the Facebook mobile gifts
application that was launched a year
and a half ago. It allows users to send
gifts to their Facebook friends, even
if they don’t know their phone num-
ber. 

“It’s pretty slick little applica-
tion,” Weichel says.

He contends a large part of
Motek’s success can be attributed to
the vast pool of talent that exists in
Waterloo Region because of RIM and
the University of Waterloo.

Weichel describes Motek’s team of
developers, designers, sales support
staff and managers as a talented and
dynamic bunch.

The company offers a fun working

environment, something that be-
comes apparent when you walk
through its office on Weber Street
West. The open concept design en-
courages a collegial rapport among
employees.

Every day, team members work on
new projects, communicate with
wireless carriers and offer customer
support for the odd technical glitch.

Weichel frequently takes to the
road to attend trade shows and meet
with customers and partners. That’s
how Motek landed a number of brand
partners, including Volcom, a Cali-
fornia-based designer and distribu-
tor of skate, snow and surf clothing
and accessories, and MTV reality
star Tila Tequila.

“It’s hard work, but lots of fun,”
Weichel says.

Motek is on the move with mobile content

MATHEW McCARTHY, RECORD STAFF

Tyler Weichel of Motek Mobile, a Waterloo company, displays his product.

By Nicole O’Reilly, Special to The Record
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It looks like one of those large
rectangular trash containers that
people stick on their lawns when

they move or renovate.
But instead of old furniture and

trash bags, it’s filled with row upon
row of one-inch diameter tubes, so
many tubes that if they were laid out
in one long line, the line would
stretch for 25 kilometres. Banged out
flat, the surface area of these tubes
would equal four football fields.

Expanding the surface area even
more are thousands and thousands of
thin, half-inch tall pieces of sheet
metal wrapped around each tube like
fins. Linking each tube to the next is
a U-bend pipe so that water flows
through the entire network in a con-
tinuous “once-through” process.

Why all the fuss about surface
area and flow? The capturing and
reusing of waste heat is what this
piece of equipment is all about. It’s
called a once-through steam genera-
tor, the flagship product of Innovative
Steam Technologies, a 17-year-old
Cambridge company that is better
known as IST.

When exhaust heat from a gas
turbine blows over and around these
fins, it is transferred to the water
inside, turning it into superheated
steam, which can then be used to
generate electricity or run some
other industrial process.

If something weighing 200 tonnes
could be said to fly, IST’s generators
have been fairly flying off the shelves
since the company started making
them in 1992. Currently, there are 145
in use in 18 countries, all shipped
from a rail siding at the back of the
company’s plant on Conestoga Bou-
levard in Cambridge. 

The U.S. has the most, followed by
Canada, but in the last five years 80
per cent of the company’s sales have
been overseas. Cuba, Spain, Italy,
Norway and Bolivia are among the
countries where customers are using
once-through steam generators to
capture waste heat from power
plants and convert it into more ener-
gy. In an era where saving every
ounce of energy is paramount, the
once-through generators, made only

at IST, have become a hot property.
Turkey has been particularly

fertile territory, with 12 IST genera-
tors currently in operation. The
country gets much of its power from
natural gas and is building plants
that fit the kind of equipment sold by
IST, says company president Bob
Dautovich.

“For us to build equipment that’s
100, 150 tonnes and ship it to Turkey
and be competitive with local suppli-
ers I think just shows we have a dif-
ferent piece of equipment.”

What separates the once-through
steam generator from the competi-
tion? It has fewer “big pressure”
components than a conventional
steam generator, and uses alloy tub-
ing which lasts longer than tradi-
tional carbon steel, he says. Not only
that, it is modularized and can be
assembled on site.

But building these energy-saving
behemoths takes time, 10 to 12

months to be more precise, and they
cost anywhere from $2 million to $7
million depending on the size. The
life cycle is at least 25 years, says
Dautovich, though he’s not sure how
long they last because the first ones
are still running.

With waste heat no longer going
up the stack, the payback can be
significant. Last year, IST signed a
$33-million contract, its largest ever,
to supply five generators to a Cuban
natural gas plant with an output of
150 megawatts, enough to power
150,000 homes. With IST’s five genera-
tors capturing waste heat, the plant’s
power output jumped to 320 mega-
watts.

Babcock & Wilcox, also located in
Cambridge, makes once-through
steam generators as well, but for the
nuclear market instead of the ther-
mal market, where IST’s units are
used.

Over the last few years, IST has

been a standout performer for its
parent firm, Aecon Group, the large
Canadian construction and infra-
structure company.

Aecon doesn’t break out revenues
for IST, which is part of its industrial
division. But in the financial report
for its second quarter ending June 30,
it noted that IST’s revenues were up
$5 million in the first half of the year
compared to the same period a year
earlier. Operating profits increased
$2 million, it said.

Sales at Innovative Steam have
tripled over the past three years,
according to a report on Aecon from
Genuity Capital Markets. “The
amount of orders they (IST) have
been able to garner in the last five
years is pretty significant,” says
Maxim Sytchev, an infrastructure
analyst with Genuity Capital Mar-
kets. “Clearly the momentum is there
and there is demand for their prod-
uct.”

For a company that seems to be so
successful, it’s surprising to learn
that IST was started almost by acci-
dent. Back in the 1970s, the U.S. Navy
was looking for ways to save energy.
It turned to Solar Turbines, a private
company based in San Diego. Togeth-
er they came up with the once-
through steam generator. The first
units weren’t delivered until 1985, but
in the energy-abundant 1980s, Solar
had trouble finding commercial
customers. They did manage to find
one in Canada, however. TransCana-
da Pipelines decided to install a unit
in a power plant it was building in
Nipigon, Ont., in 1992. 

In an odd twist of fate that brought
the product to this area, TransCana-
da hired Nicholls-Radtke, a Cam-
bridge-based construction firm, to
build the plant. “We were intrigued
by it,” Dave Radtke, part owner of the
company, recalls now about the once-
through steam generator. “We saw
considerable advantages to it from a
construction standpoint and an oper-
ational standpoint.”

They were intrigued enough to
first form a partnership with Solar
Turbines and soon after bought the
technology. 

It’s full steam ahead at generator company

PHILIP WALKER, RECORD STAFF

Bob Dautovich (left) is the president of Innovative Steam Technologies, while
Keith Solomon is a project manager at the manufacturer of once-through
steam generators.

By Chuck Howitt, Record staff

Steam continued on page 41
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The steam generator was not
Solar’s core technology, explains
Radtke.

Nicholls-Radtke formed a sep-
arate company, Innovative Steam
Technologies, to build the steam
generators and moved operations
into a plant on Avenue Road in Cam-
bridge. Dautovich, a University of
Waterloo mechanical engineering
grad who had previously worked at
Babcock & Wilcox in Cambridge, was
IST’s first employee in Canada. 

“My task was to transfer the tech-
nology from San Diego to Cambridge
and hire staff up here so we could
kind of take over from what they
started,” he recalls.

After several ownership changes,
IST came under Aecon Group’s um-
brella in 2001, a year after moving to
its present 96,000-square-foot plant
and office. The company employs 175
people, including 55 office staff and
125 non-unionized plant workers.
Annual revenues range from $60
million to $80 million.

While IST has been riding high in
recent years, it went through some
tough times in the early to mid-2000s.
The collapse of Enron Corp., the huge
American energy firm, in 2001sent a
chill through the energy industry
and seized up financing of power
projects for years to come. It was a
harbinger of the more recent world-
wide credit crisis, only this time
restricted to the energy sector.

IST was caught in the economic
tsunami. Employment at the plant,
which had reached a high of nearly
200, plunged to 60 to 70 people. “There
was probably a year and a half where
nothing happened worldwide. It was
really a dramatic setback for the
power business,” Dautovich says.

“We have worked really hard to get
back to where we were (before the
Enron collapse),” says Keith Solo-
man, a project manager at IST.

The key to weathering the storm
was the decision, made just prior to
the Enron collapse, to go internation-
al. IST opened a European sales of-
fice in Britain in 2000 and moved it to

The Hague, Netherlands, about three
years ago.

“In the last five years, if we had to
rely on North America, the business
wouldn’t be there,” says Dautovich. 

A helping hand was provided by
the Export Development Corp. a
federal Crown corporation that of-
fers financing and insurance for
companies entering new internation-
al markets.

As for the impact of the current
recession, the company is noticing
fewer opportunities than in the past,
but is still booking orders, he says.
“Expanding geographically has
really helped us.”

The company has also worked
hard to diversify its product line. The
once-through generators can be used
at three different kinds of power
plants. IST has also developed a
steam generator that can help extract
oil from the Alberta oilsands. Emis-
sion-control systems, industrial
boilers and aftermarket services
round out its product mix.

In future years, IST wants to in-
crease its business in the Alberta
oilsands and win a bigger share of the
waste-heat recovery market, says
Dautovich. He sees the cement in-
dustry as one sector that’s ripe for the
picking. “There’s a lot of heat going
up the smoke stacks that could be
recaptured.”

The company has made its pres-
ence known far beyond Cambridge.
“We’re quite proud of the fact that as
a small Cambridge manufacturer,
we’ve been able to do business
around the world. It makes us feel a
little bit special.”

Steam continued from page 40

IST wants to increase
business in Alberta oilsands

1992: Company founded in
Cambridge.

1995: Two generators sold to
power plant in Australia, first sales

outside North America.
2000: IST moves to present

location on Conestoga Blvd.
2006:100th generator sold to power

plant in Hawaii.



42 TECHNOLOGY SPOTLIGHT 2009 TRANSFORMING IDEAS

The work done at Gabae Devel-
opment has to substantially
change the nature of reality,

says the company’s president and
founder, or he’s not interested.

An inventor with 71patents to his
name and 40 applications pending,
U.S.-native Evan Koslow brought his
vision of a multi-domain technology
and business development company
to Waterloo in 2007.

Gabae is unusual in the diversity
of areas it is involved in. It does work
in chemistry and chemical engineer-
ing, software and hardware electron-
ics, mechanical engineering and
physics, and even nano technology.

“We’ll do just about anything in
any field,” Koslow says. That’s what
keeps things interesting.

Innovation is critical, he believes,
because that’s how Gabae sets itself
apart from companies that operate
within a specific industry. 

Koslow says those companies
generally do not have to think out-
side the box because they already
have built assets and resources, and
tend to work incrementally.

“But when you are outside that
industry and trying to move into
unrelated industries, industries that
you have sometimes never worked in,
you need out of the box, game-chang-
ing technology or you shouldn’t even
be going in there,” he says.

At any given time, the company is

working on three or four technolo-
gies.

The diversity of the areas Gabae
works in becomes apparent when you
walk through its facilities on Bath-
urst Drive. Walk into one room and
you see that it’s equipped with a
chemistry lab; turn into another and
there is a high-ceilinged shop with a
20-foot-tall pilot plant.

The 20,000-square-foot facility had
a major facelift this year and a new
93,000-square-foot facility is poised to
open on nearby Bridge Street.

The diversity within Gabae’s
workforce matches the diversity of
its work. Among its 35 employees are
mechanical engineers, machinists,
chemists, computer hardware spe-
cialist, software developers, phys-
icists and biologists.

Getting Gabae off the ground has
been a rapid journey, Koslow says. He
launched the company after a court
ordered his removal from the top job
at KX Industries in Orange, Conn.
The court ruled he had breached his
fiduciary duty to the manufacturer of
water filtration systems and his
limited partnership agreement with
minority shareholders. He had been
president and chief executive officer
of the company for 16 years.

Koslow’s resume also includes
stints as editor-in-chief of Nuclear,
Biological and Chemical Defense &
Technology International and chief
executive of an international defence
company.

When he decided to create Gabae,
he set out on an international search
for a home for his dream company. He
says he came within a whisker of
setting up shop in Switzerland and
only at the last moment put Canada
on the list of possible locales.

“The good news about Waterloo is
that it’s a very strong intellectual
community, and that’s what we de-
pend upon,” he says.

The downside of Waterloo Region,
he says, is that there is very little
organized risk capital. That actually
isn’t a problem for Gabae because the
business is completely self-financed.

When he moved to Waterloo to set
up the business, he hired only one
other employee — office manager
Gail Beckett. Together, they built the
entire operation.

Gabae, named for members of
Koslow’s family, doesn’t just develop
technology. It also invests in a broad
range of innovative businesses, mak-
ing it a venture capital company as
well.

Koslow says he can’t discuss most
of the projects Gabae has done or is
involved in due to the confidentiality
requirements of its customers. One
project he can talk about is a pilot
plant for producing resin for water
treatment systems. The plant, com-
pleted earlier this year, is innovative,
he says, because it does not require
salt. Usually, resin needs to be regen-
erated with salt after a number of
uses.

Gabae’s growth is fuelled, in part,
by its increasing connection to the
community. It has hired about 12
co-op students and expects to employ
20 to 25 next year.

The students are studying in a
range of disciplines, including tech-
nical, marketing and business fields,
says Shelley Clifford, Gabae’s mar-
keting manager. They get to work on
real market research.

“We want to be able to help the
environment that we are in,” she
says. 

“I think we are the ultimate in-
novation experience.”

A number of professors from local
post-secondary institutions, includ-
ing the University of Waterloo and
Conestoga College, also work with
Gabae under consulting arrange-
ments. Koslow believes the company
has barely tapped opportunities for
collaboration.

“We don’t use the university re-
sources as much as we hoped, it’s
very hard to mobilize the universi-
ties,” he says. “After 30 meetings with
the universities, we’re still probably
only about 20 per cent of the way to
what I think we should be doing to-
gether.”

Koslow says his team is systemati-
cally building an organization that
ultimately will be able to engage in
large-scale, world-class manufactur-
ing.

“We don’t innovate to license, we
innovate to manufacture,” he says.

PHILIP WALKER, RECORD STAFF

Evan Koslow is expanding Gabae Development, a technology and business development company. He is opening another facility on Bridge Street in Waterloo.

Gabae Development: Thinking outside the box
By Nicole O’Reilly, Special to The Record
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The idea behind an ambitious
startup that hopes to improve
the way video is delivered to

mobile devices was hatched at a
coffee shop in Waterloo.

David Kruis and Craig Dunk, the
founders of Metranome Inc., first met
in 2005 while they worked for Re-
search In Motion. In April of 2007,
they were sitting down together at
the Williams Coffee Pub on North-
field Drive to plot the way forward
after they left the BlackBerry maker.

Kruis, a University of Waterloo
geography grad, and Dunk, who had
studied electrical engineering at UW
as well as at the University of Guelph,
were determined to launch their own
business. They wanted to do some-
thing involving mobile communica-
tions – a rapidly expanding field in
the technology world.

Their best guess was that stream-
ing video for mobile devices was
going to be the next big thing and so
they decided to focus their efforts in
that area. “We decided to look at that
market and look at what people were
doing and some of the challenges of
streaming rich media, namely video,
to mobile devices,” says Kruis, the
Waterloo company’s chief executive
officer.

Dunk, formerly a senior architect

in the BlackBerry Architecture
Group at RIM, is Metranome’s chief
technology officer.

The No. 1challenge that Kruis and
Dunk saw in moving video across
mobile networks was bandwidth.
Basically, the problem is that video
requires a huge amount of resources,
due to the amount of data involved, to
move across a network. As more and
more users make use of the network,

resources get strained further and
further. As network resources falter,
users find the connection to their
mobile devices begins to lag, result-
ing in reduced video playback perfor-
mance or, in the worst case, a
dropped connection.

“We recognized that to deliver
quality video content to a mobile
device, you can’t rely on the network
to be able to provide users with the

type of bandwidth required, par-
ticularly when most users want that
content straight away,” says Kruis.
“If users see delays in receiving con-
tent they will just walk away. Also,
producers of the content get frustrat-
ed because users are not seeing their
product as it was intended.”

Kruis and Dunk realized that the
best way of getting around this prob-
lem was to separate the delivery of
video content from bandwidth avail-
ability. Metranome’s Poptiq platform
does that by downloading video con-
tent to the user’s mobile device in the
background while the user is busy
with other tasks.

The company, located in an office
on Dotzert Court, not far from the
coffee shop where the founders start-
ed talking about the business, also
developed relevancy algorithms so
that once users tell the Poptiq appli-
cation what types of content they are
interested in it will find video con-
tent that matches their needs and
download the relevant content onto
their device. “Our application starts
downloading video content on to the
user’s device based around the
themes they have told us about,” says
Kruis, a former director of retail
product planning at RIM. 

“Then they have the chance to rate

GAVIN CRUTCHLEY, SPECIAL TO THE RECORD

Craig Dunk (left) and David Kruis, founders of Metranome Inc., check out
videos downloaded to their mobile devices using the company’s application.

It’s full ‘stream’ ahead for Metranome
By Gavin Crutchley, Special to The Record

Metranome continued on page 44
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that content and our system learns from the
user’s ratings, and adapts and refines the con-
tent sent out to them.”

Metranome was an early developer for
Apple’s iPhone and had a video application
available for the device in September 2008. 

A similar application was developed for
BlackBerry in May of this year. 

The company is also working on developing
similar applications for Symbian and Android-
based devices as they become available.

Looking back, Kruis and Dunk say that
securing funding and finding the right employ-
ees were two of the biggest hurdles they faced
in starting their company.

A round of funding they secured from Wa-
terloo-based Tech Capital Partners last Decem-
ber put the amount of money they raised to
more than $2 million.

“Craig and I put up some of our own money
to start the company and then we managed to
also get funding from Tech Capital Partners, a
local venture company that I had done some
consulting work for,” says Kruis.

Finding the right fit in terms of new employ-
ees is often a significant challenge for a start-
up. Kruis and Dunk were fortunate in that
when they launched the business they already
had people in mind to join their new venture. 

Today, the company employs 13 people. 
As for the future, Metranome has started

working with actual content owners – movie
and production studios, and cable operators
that have large libraries of video material
already available – to help them make their
content available to the mobile market in a way
that will help them build a new user base with-
out destroying their original market base.

“We have advised the content producers
that we are working with to produce additional
content that will bring in mobile users to their
original user base and not take away from it,”
says Kruis.

In effect, the company is evolving from just
developing video applications for mobile users
to developing a video content delivery model
for content owners. 

“We, at our core, developed a content deliv-
ery model that gives the best quality experi-
ence to the user on a mobile device,” says
Kruis. “But now we have to package that in a
way that also satisfies people producing for the
mobile market.”

To cope with this evolution, Kruis and Dunk
share the roles and responsibilities of manag-
ing the company. Dunk stays on top of the tech-
nological challenges Metranome faces in
terms of implementing the company’s vision
while Kruis takes on more of the marketing
and selling responsibilities.

“You can’t build technology in isolation,”
says Kruis. “When you want to turn it into a
business, you need to have customers for that
technology. And the only way to understand
what to build is to understand the customer’s
needs.”

At the moment, the company is working
with about 50 content owners to develop appli-
cations that are specific to their content.

And as mobile devices get to the point
where they are not only able to play videos but
also record video, Metranome is looking at
developing applications that will allow for
interactivity as well.

Metranome continued from page 43

Getting right
workers a hurdle

When Ray and Dorothy
English started an
aviation software

business in Elmira in the early
1980s, they probably didn’t envi-
sion that the company would
eventually have a chief exec-
utive officer based in Denver, a
senior executive team spread
across Canada, the United States
and Europe, and offices in multi-
ple countries. 

Navtech Inc. has not only
survived for decades in an in-
dustry fraught with big chal-
lenges and bigger competitors, it
has managed to thrive, even
during gruelling economic
times.

The airline industry has
struggled for at least two years,
due to the global recession and
fuel prices that almost doubled
over that time. As Mike Neu-
doerffer, the company’s Water-
loo-based chief operations offi-
cer, points out, “40 per cent of the
cost of an airline is fuel.”

Many of Navtech’s customers
disappeared into bankruptcy in
2008. Neudoerffer says there
have been fewer customer losses
this year, but the industry’s
continuing weakness — the
International Air Transport
Association forecasts that the
global airline industry will lose
$11billion in 2009 — still has had
a significant impact on Nav-
tech’s revenues.

Yet Navtech, a provider of
software and services that help
airlines manage flight opera-
tions, has managed to avoid
layoffs. 

The company, which employs
300 people including about 100 in
offices in the University of Wa-
terloo Research and Technology
Park, has dealt with reductions
in business through normal
attrition.

In fact, the company has
created new senior executive
positions in marketing and
business development, areas
where Navtech recognized that
it needed help to grow. 

A new chief executive officer
also came on board this year.
Denver-based Mike Hulley, a
veteran of IBM, Electronic Data
Systems and numerous other
companies across the spectrum
of travel and transportation, is
leading a global team in what he
calls a “serious retooling.” 

His first priority after taking
the helm in February was to
develop a 100-day strategy.

“We took a very serious look
at who we were, how we go to
market today, how we’re struc-
tured, and then we spent a good

bit of time examining our cus-
tomers’ perceptions of us, and
where our customers would like
us to be in the future,” he says. 

“In a two- to three-year time
frame, we will be a company that
I would say is much more nim-
ble, better positioned to compete
in the marketplace.” 

Hulley gave the company a
new global perspective. 

“One of the big shifts with
Mike Hulley is that we are truly
a global executive team,” says
Neudoerffer. “Before, this (Wa-
terloo) was considered head
office here. What we’re doing
now is having a distributed
executive team all over the
world. We don’t really have a
head office. We’re global, our
customer base is global, and we
have to think that way. It’s a
change, a shift in thinking again
from our most recent manage-
ment style.”

Lee Granger, vice-president
of product marketing, is one of
the new members of the senior
executive team. Based in Flori-
da, she says that the strengths
she brings to Navtech include “a
discipline about product devel-
opment as well as understand-
ing of process flows.” 

One area of focus for Navtech
is enhancing the synergies
across its five product lines –
aircraft performance, charts,
crew planning, flight planning,
and navigation data services. 

The goal is to “make it more
of a product suite instead of
vertical silos,” says Granger. 

Neudoerffer explains that
Navtech acquired some of the
product lines through acquisi-
tions, including its 2005 pur-
chase of European Aeronautical
Group AB of Sweden, a deal that
quadrupled its size. 

“Part of what we’ve been

trying to do since the last acqui-
sition three and a half years ago
is to integrate them into one
kind of offering,” he says.

Navtech, which says its soft-
ware and services are used by
more than 350 airlines and avia-
tion service organizations
around the world, also is devel-
oping new technology, including
so-called electronic flight bags
that would replace the brief-
cases full of paper charts that
pilots carry.

Due to the degree of aviation
regulation, the technology like-
ly will take years to implement. 

“Getting anything on the
flight deck takes 10 or 15 years
because you have to go through
all the approvals,” Neudoerffer
says. 

Advances in flight planning
software, which is used on the
ground, can be put into use
much sooner. Neudoerffer
thinks there is “huge opportuni-
ty” for Navtech to take market
share from its two largest com-
petitors — Jeppesen, owned by
Boeing Co., and Lufthansa Sys-
tems, a subsidiary of Germany’s
Lufthansa Group.

Granger believes that Nav-
tech’s emphasis on customer
service and involvement will be
one of the key elements that
distinguishes the company from
its competition. 

“We’re going to try to use that
as a point of difference,” she
says. 

“Because quite frankly, we’re
a small company — 300 employ-
ees. We’re going to get bigger,
but some of our competitors
have 10,000 employees, and so
we’re going to have to compete
with them obliquely. 

“Have great technology, but
leverage other things they’re not
so good at.”

PETER LEE, RECORD STAFF

Mike Neudoerffer (left), chief operating officer of Navtech Inc., and
Lee Granger, vice-president of product marketing, are helping
navigate the aviation software company through turbulent times.

By Deborah Birkett, Special to The Record

Navtech is soaring despite
airline industry turbulence
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For Jamie Fraser, it was love at
first sight — of the corporate
kind.

The president and chief executive
officer of Waterloo-based Northern
Digital Inc. discovered the company
early last year when he was search-
ing for new opportunities.

For 11years, he had climbed the
corporate ladder at Amphenol Corp.,
a leading, U.S.-based manufacturer of
connectors and cables. During a
distinguished career there, he rose to
senior vice-president and helped
boost sales for his business unit from
$50 million to $300 million a year. But
by late 2007, the Montreal-born Fra-
ser was ready for a new challenge
and ready to return to Canada with
his family.

In the course of his inquiries, he
came across Northern Digital, a
manufacturer of advanced measur-
ing equipment for medical and indus-
trial applications.

Last winter, he made the trek from

his home in Endicott, N.Y., to Water-
loo to meet with his predecessor,
David Crouch, and other senior exec-
utives. He was immediately im-
pressed with the company’s products
and its people. “I was amazed,” he
remembers. “It has a fantastic oppor-
tunity for growth.”

Since April of last year, when
Fraser was picked to take the helm,
he’s worked hard to make that
growth a reality. The 47-year-old CEO
is leading the company, commonly
known as NDI, through a period of
significant change.

Founded in 1981by University of
Waterloo computer science professor
Jerry Krist, NDI was sold to a group
of company executives in 1998. In late
2007, the remaining executive owners
— Crouch, chief operating officer
Jim Kearns, chief technology archi-
tect Terry Fisher and vice-president
Paul Clausen — sold a majority stake
to the Audax Group, a Boston-based
private equity firm. (Clausen and
Fisher remain with the company.)

At the time, Crouch stated that

Audax’s deeper pockets would help
NDI reach “the next level.” Last No-
vember, the company trimmed its
workforce from about 130 employees
to its current 108, blaming the global
credit crunch and its impact on cap-
ital spending by U.S. hospitals. 

Despite the tough economy, Fraser
says NDI has made significant sales
gains this year, and the company will
continue to focus on growth by en-
hancing current products and adding
new ones. Employees seem ready for
the challenge. More than 50 have
invested their own money, says Fra-
ser, who is the second largest share-
holder after Audax. “They’ve re-
sponded very well to the change,” he
observes. “These are not always easy
things — to go from almost a family
structure to a financial, more formal
structure.”

NDI’s medical division is by far its
biggest money maker, accounting for
about 70 per cent of the company’s
sales. Its Polaris line of optical track-
ing systems is now the standard of
care in neurosurgery when line-of-

sight measurements are possible,
says Fraser.

When operations involve soft
tissue and surgeons can’t make mea-
surements by sight, NDI offers its
Aurora electromagnetic measuring
technology. Both devices allow sur-
geons to precisely chart their proce-
dures.

NDI’s Polaris and Aurora medical
devices are typically sold to other
manufacturers for integration into
computer-assisted surgery systems
or other medical systems, which are
sold directly to hospitals.

In neurosurgery specifically, says
Fraser, NDI has 70 per cent of the
market for computer-assisted neuro-
surgical systems. As the surgeon
views live images of the procedure on
a computer screen, Polaris emits
infrared light to track the precise
position of the wired surgical in-
struments, which are designed with
small spheres to reflect the infrared
light back to the position sensor.

Northern Digital: Measuring success

PHILIP WALKER, RECORD STAFF

Northern Digital Inc. chief executive officer Jamie Fraser says the firm’s technology, including measuring and tracking devices, give it lots of growth potential.

By John Schofield, Special to The Record

NDI continued on page 47
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Aurora’s electromagnetic technol-
ogy is used to track instruments
when surgeons are required to delve
deeply into tissue for procedures
such as biopsies. 

While sales of the medical devices
have been slower this year, Fraser
says they’ve been bolstered over the
long term by a growing trend toward
minimally invasive surgery. He’s
particularly excited by the prospects
for Aurora. 

“This soft tissue area is very new
to us — about two to three per cent of
revenues right now,” he says. “But
it’s a very explosive growth opportu-
nity. It has the true potential to dou-
ble our medical business.”

Surprisingly, NDI’s fastest growth
this year has come from its industrial
division. It’s an unexpected perfor-
mance considering the sad state of
Canada’s manufacturing sector, and
the fact that NDI has directed most of
its marketing efforts to the auto sec-
tor.

The company’s industrial prod-
ucts still account for about 15 per cent
of revenues, says Fraser. But the
popularity of products like its Op-
totrak Portable Coordinate Measur-
ing Machine has helped drive double-
digit sales growth in the division.

Product engineers at any manu-
facturing firm can bring the device
onto the shop floor to obtain razor-
sharp measurements of parts or
components accurate to 50 microns
— about half the width of a human
hair. The device is better priced and
has more applications than its com-
petitors, says Fraser. 

“Its prospects are very exciting in
the sense that companies continue to
make more complex structures,
whether its ships or airplanes or
cars,” he says. “Additionally, there’s
been more focus on making sure
those parts are of the highest qual-
ity.”

NDI originally built its business
on measuring devices for the life
sciences research sector, with a spe-
cial emphasis on kinesiology, the
study of human movement. With its
enormous success in the medical
field, life sciences became an in-
creasingly smaller part of the compa-
ny, today accounting for about 15 per
cent of sales.

Under his watch, Fraser says, no
division will be allowed to wither. He
believes new products like Wave,
launched toward the end of 2008, will
help NDI’s life sciences division
flourish again. Designed for speech
research, the non-line-of-sight, mo-
tion-capture system can track
mouth, tongue and facial move-
ments, and is quickly being adopted
by top researchers in the field. “Life

sciences before was seen as a flat part
of the company,” he says. “We’ve put
together a strategy to make it grow,
and it is growing.”

The seasoned CEO says he’ll use
the lessons he’s learned over a long
career in industry to drive NDI’s
success. Raised in London, Ont.,
Fraser started working right after
high school, selling electronic com-
ponents to factories. He later joined
Atlantis Systems International, a
Brampton-based aerospace manufac-
turer, where he served as an opera-
tions manager.

Eager to graduate into general
management, he enrolled in the
executive MBA program at the Uni-
versity of Western Ontario’s Richard
Ivey School of Business, graduating
in 1995. Soon after, he joined Amphe-
nol’s Canadian subsidiary, Toronto-
based Amphenol Canada Corp. 

At NDI, Fraser is leading a compa-
ny with a strong track record. Over
the years, it has appeared numerous
times on Profit magazine’s Next 100
Fastest Growing Canadian Compa-
nies list, and has received Canada’s
50 Best Managed Companies award
eight times.

With his experience and Audax’s
strong financial backing, Fraser says
the company can go even further. 

“It’s a little unusual that a guy
who ran a $300-million business
comes to manage a company that’s a
tenth that size,” he says. 

“But it’s such a great Canadian
story of technology. I’m very proud to
lead it.”

PHILIP WALKER, RECORD STAFF

Christian Monterroso uses a
high-precision measuring device
developed by Northern Digital Inc.

NDI’s fastest growth 
this year has been from 
its industrial division

NDI continued from page 46
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So you’ve got a new natural
supplement that will lower
cholesterol, reduce the risk of

cancer and give users a healthier
heart. Or at least you want to say so –
but you need to prove it. 

Enter Nutrasource Diagnostics, a
Guelph firm that has been riding the
wave of natural health products
flooding the market in recent years. 

It does the science behind the
beneficial claims made by foods,
supplements and drinks that you see
on grocery store and pharmacy
shelves.

Founded in 2002, the company
started as a venture to commercialize
an Omega-3 blood test developed by
University of Guelph professor Bruce
Holub. 

Since then, Nutrasource has ex-
panded into clinical trials, product
analysis and consulting for compa-
nies that are trying to develop vi-
tamins, minerals, herbal products
and homeopathic medicines that

meet government regulations for
health claims. 

And it hasn’t stopped growing –
expanding its operations into the
U.S., Mexico and Germany, adding a
dozen staff to the head office payroll,
and reporting revenues of more than
$2.5 million in 2008.

“This industry grows 25 per cent a
year, even in the depths of a reces-
sion,” boasts Mike Wlodek, who
joined in 2003 as an investor and
eventually became the company’s
chief financial officer.

With soft-drink giants to major
food producers suddenly interested
in products that improve consumers’
health, the work being done by Nu-
trasource Diagnostics makes for an
interesting mix. 

On any given day inside the com-
pany’s office in the University of
Guelph Research Park, a chemist
could be testing the components of a
fish oil supplement from Turkey or
helping a client from the United
States access the formula in a com-
petitor’s new vitamin.

One door down, a team of re-
searchers could be helping a mom
and pop natural health food maker
find funding for a $100,000 clinical
test.

At the far end of a hallway, a dozen
lactating mothers could be resting in
recliners, giving regular urine and
blood samples that measure the ef-
fect of whatever new product they’re
testing.

It’s all in a day’s work for Nutra-

source, which doesn’t deal with phar-
maceuticals or the billions in re-
search and testing spent trying to get
new drugs on pharmacy shelves. It
has found its niche focusing on natu-
ral health products, which can go to
market much more cheaply and
quickly than pharmaceuticals. 

“We’re looking at the happy side of
human health,” as William Rowe, the
company’s chief executive officer
and president, likes to say. “Our cus-
tomers are taking on big pharma by
adding health products that are mea-
surable.”

It makes sense for the company to
be in Guelph, he says. A close rela-
tionship with the nutritional sci-
ences department at the University
of Guelph ensures a steady supply of
talented staff. 

The university’s proximity also
means there’s no shortage of healthy,
young people to use in clinical trials,
as “guinea pigs,” as Wlodek jokingly
calls them. 

Guelph’s Nutrasource Diagnostics 
takes a healthy approach to growth

RYAN PFEIFFER, SPECIAL TO THE RECORD

Mike Wlodek, chief financial officer of Nutrasource Diagnostics, says the
company has grown despite the recession. 

RYAN PFEIFFER, SPECIAL TO THE RECORD

Carla Anne Cockerline (from left), Stephanie Bolliger, Rachel Rebry and Erin
ÒReilly do nutrition and nutraceutical research. 

Nutrasource Diagnostics, by
the numbers:

2002 revenues: $124,579
2008 revenues: $2,504,294
Employees in 2002: 3
Employees in 2009: 40
Exports as a percentage of

sales: 66

By Greg Mercer, Special to The Record

Nutrasource continued on page 49
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Scott McCarter’s sociology
degree led to an interest in
human interaction and moti-

vated him to start his own online
encyclopedia of human experienc-
es.

“What interests me is collab-
orative projects where, because of
the internet, everyone can get
together and create something,”
says the University of Guelph
graduate.

The 27-year old founded Mel-
onBytes in Waterloo in 2008, self-
funding the project with just
$2,500.

He worked in conjunction with
database manager Boubacar Di-
allo, a computer science student at
Wilfrid Laurier University.

Users of MelonBytes can create
a free account and log their experi-
ences on a wide range of topics
with the option of sharing photos
and videos. 

The subject matter is open-
ended and users can submit experi-
ences from any topic.

“Users aren’t limited to what
I’ve incorporated into the site
already,” says McCarter. 

“The site is an encyclopedia and
it needs to keep building. Our goal
is to ultimately have every experi-
ence that someone has had on the
site.”

McCarter, who recently moved

to Brampton and now operates the
business out of his home there, is
quick to point out that the experi-
ences that make up MelonBytes’
database are different than blog
posts.

“It’s a more structured ap-
proach, it’s categorized and set up
to be an experience encyclopedia,
which means you can search by
keywords, categories, authors,
personal characteristics and attri-
butes.”

MelonBytes boasts more than
135 authors and gets more 1,000
unique visitors to its home page
each month.

The site generates revenue from
online ad sales, which McCarter
hopes will boost traffic and enable
MelonBytes to add new features in
the future. “We’d like to create
more of a user network, so adding
things like feeds, a rating system
where you can boost or bury expe-
riences and instant messaging,” he
says. “We just want people to un-
derstand what it’s like to live in
another person’s shoes.”

Experiencing
a new online world
By Livia Fama, Special to The Record IN QUOTES SCOTT MCCARTER

MELONBYTES FOUNDER

“What interests me is collaborative
projects where, because of the internet,
everyone can get together and create
something.”

He notes that Health Canada
has among the highest standards
in the world for testing natural
health products, so being based
here has its advantages when so
much of the company’s work is
international. More than 66 per
cent of its business comes from
outside the country. 

“Health Canada has set the bar
very high on these products. In the
U.S., they still treat natural health
products like food,” Wlodek says.
“Companies send their products
here because they want the highest
standard on the globe.”

Part of Nutrasource’s growth
can be attributed to government
regulation, and part of it is due to
consumers’ obsession with living
healthier lives. In recent years,

food producers have been more
than happy to oblige, developing
products, from vitamin and Ome-
ga-3 enriched milk to oat bran with
higher levels of beta glucan and
tomatoes infused with lycopene, an
antioxidant. 

Despite the growth in the in-
dustry, Rowe believes it’s still early
days. And challenges remain, such
as getting test results in the hands
of doctors, who are often the first
line of reference for consumers
looking to make dietary changes. 

But as more companies develop
natural products or additives that
promise to keep consumers
healthy, he’s betting they’ll need
someone with the expertise to back
it all up. 

“This way of thinking is still in
its infancy,” Rowe says. “I think
we’re just getting started.”

Standards high for testing
natural health products 

Nutrasource continued from page 48
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The Laurier School of Business
& Economics is setting a new
standard for innovation by

being the first to integrate the Black-
Berry into its MBA program.

Teaming up with Research In
Motion and Rogers Wireless, the
school has put BlackBerrys into the
hands of more than 100 full-time MBA
students at its Waterloo campus.

“We want to migrate to more of a
hybrid learning environment,” says
MBA director Hugh Munro. “In to-
day’s world we have this technology
that allows you to do anything, any-
where at any time, so why can’t edu-
cation be the same way?”

The pilot project, which started in
mid-August, was inspired by Mexi-
co’s Tech Monterrey University,
where the BlackBerry was intro-
duced into the curriculum so stu-
dents could maximize their mobile
efficiency in a city plagued by mas-
sive congestion.

“We got a visit from them and they
already had experience using the
BlackBerry in the classroom,” says
Ginny Dybenko, Laurier’s dean of
business and economics. “I was
stunned because it’s something
we’ve thought of doing in the past; I

can literally see RIM headquarters
out the window of my office, and here
I am talking to someone in Mexico
who’s already done it.”

Dybenko points out that the deci-
sion to partner with RIM was mutu-
ally beneficial. “Obviously RIM has
competition in the field with the
iPhone and everything Apple is do-
ing. It’s important for them to un-
derstand the age group and how they
use technology, and what they need
going forward in terms of new appli-
cations.” 

RIM says the project benefits the
company and the students.

“BlackBerry already holds an
estimated 73 per cent share of the
enterprise market for smartphones
in North America today and the
Laurier MBA program provides a
good opportunity to reach tomor-
row’s business leaders,” Kristen
Beattie, RIM’s senior marketing
manager of education services, said
in an email. “BlackBerry smart-
phones are also ideal tools for mobile
learning, offering students an easy
way to stay connected and productive
with a mobile solution that is re-
nowned for delivering an unmatched
user experience.” 

MATHEW McCARTHY, RECORD STAFF

MBA students at the Laurier School of Business & Economics learn how to
use the camera on a BlackBerry. Incoming MBA students got the
smartphones in a pilot project supported by RIM and Rogers Wireless.

Laurier MBA students
give the thumbs-up 
to the BlackBerry 

By Livia Fama, Special to The Record

Students continued on page 51
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The project presents a double-
pronged approach to make students
familiar with the BlackBerry as a
multi-functioning business tool that
simplifies collaboration and group
work.

“I feel incredibly thankful be-
cause this is the future of learning –
the whole model is shifting and I
think it’s great for us in terms of
being part of the pilot project,” says
student Deborah Carter. “These
experiences are what we’re going to
carry into the companies we’re going
to be working for and the potential of
this kind of collaboration, this mo-
bile teamwork and mobile learning is
just incredible.”

A unique challenge of the pilot
project involves transforming teach-
ing materials to make them more
accessible on the BlackBerry. The
students are using software called
Mobile Chalkboard that RIM ac-
quired last year when it bought Van-
couver-based Chalk Media Corp.
Mobile Chalkboard enables the cre-
ation, delivery and management of
announcements, notices, reminders,
assignments and other items that
professors and administrators will
push out to students.

The “pushcasts” can also include
content such as video and audio,
graphics, text, and surveys and tests,
says Dybenko.

Students can access 30 per cent of
course material through the Black-
Berry during class. Web connectivity

makes it easy to use socially net-
worked data stores such as YouTube
and Wikipedia, allowing professors
to complement traditional curricu-
lum by presenting items such as film
clips.

“Many other industrial sectors
have embraced technology to try to
make them more effective and more
accurate, and I believe that education
is the new frontier in that regard,”
says Dybenko. “We can never replace
that magic that happens between a
professor and a student, but we’re
looking to see how we can augment
that experience.”

The university hopes to add a
number of tools in the future. They
include a task list tool that would
remind students of upcoming assign-
ments, a flash card that could be
created or downloaded from an exist-
ing library as a study aid for one of
the program’s professional certified
exams, as well as a reference library.

“Most importantly, we’re hoping
that coming out of this there will be
new applications that students can
write themselves, or requirements
that they can give back to RIM and
other companies like Rogers to devel-
op new applications for the device
that are particularly significant for
the delivery of high-level educational
material,” says Dybenko. 

Munro says the combined effort of
learning and experimentation is
what will make the pilot project suc-
cessful. “There’s a need for faculty
members to better understand what
is possible and what can be done, and

it’s the same for the students,” he
says. “They’re younger and more
into the technology, and they’re go-
ing to drive a lot of this.”

Although the project is setting a
precedent in Canada, it isn’t without
its challenges.

“The challenge we face will be
having a balance,” says Munro. “The
pilot project is not foolproof – the
internet or systems could be down,
and the device could have load factor
issues – but we must be accepting of
the fact that we don’t have all the
answers.”

Despite the challenges, Dybenko
is already looking to the future. Her
long-term goal is to put a BlackBerry
in the hands of all Laurier business
students.

“I’ve spent 30 years in the business
world prior to coming to Laurier and
I know full well what it takes in terms
of skills and access to information to
be successful in business,” she says.
“A huge part of that is mobile access
to these various data stores – the
more information you have at hand
the more effective you can be in the
business world.”

MATHEW McCARTHY, RECORD STAFF

MBA students at the Laurier School of Business & Economics learn how to use the camera function on their BlackBerrys. 

MATHEW McCARTHY, RECORD STAFF

Ginny Dybenko (right), dean of the Laurier School of Business & Economics,
helps student Aghogho Okotie with her new BlackBerry.

Students continued from page 50

‘Pushcasts’ to students include reminders and assignments
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Jeff Fedor and Terry Goertz want
to make your life easier. 

That means limiting the
number of mobile devices you need,
getting rid of that tangled ball of
cables, and setting you free from the
chains of sideloading.

Goertz and Fedor have launched a
company, called ParkVu, that aims to
make the contents of your home or
office computer – every document,
every photo, every audio file – avail-
able to you on your mobile device,
wirelessly. Anywhere, any time.

ParkVu’s first product, i2B, makes
it possible to replicate playlists from
your iTunes library to your Black-
Berry, and you don’t need to be
hooked up to your computer to do it.
In fact, your computer doesn’t even
need to be turned on.

“This product got born because
one person said to us, ‘It would be
really great if, when I went to the
gym, I didn’t have to take my Black-
Berry and my iPod.’ ” Fedor says.
“And it unfolded from there.”

“When we first heard him say, ‘I
just want to get my iTunes onto my
BlackBerry,’ we thought, you mean
no one has solved that problem yet?”
Goertz adds.

Syncing iTunes with mobile de-
vices is a problem that has been
solved, in a multitude of ways. But
ParkVu says it is the first company to
solve the problem wirelessly.

Fedor, a veteran of several Water-
loo Region tech startups, and Goertz,

a software developer, have a shared
vision of the way mobile devices
should work for consumers.

“Our views on the way a company
should be built and run and our per-
sonal values are very much in line,”
Goertz says. “We look at technology,

and problems in general, in a very
similar way.”

Their outlook and ideas may be
similar, but their paths to Waterloo
Region’s tech community were very
different.

Originally a human biology stu-
dent at the University of Guelph,
Fedor did research that included
looking at CT scan slices and creat-
ing 3-D images of human bones. That
3-D computer work continued during
a grad school stint in architecture at
the University of Syracuse, which led
to some consulting work.

Fedor grew up in a family of en-
trepreneurs – he ran a business when
he was a kid to pay for skiing – so he
was itching to start his own company.
Although he says he isn’t a “pure
technologist,” he is driven by the idea
of using technology to solve prob-
lems. “I was looking to build a soft-
ware company, and Waterloo is the
place to build a software company,”
says the native of Fonthill in the
Niagara Peninsula, who went on to
launch tech startups Ardesic Corp.
and Covarity Inc. In the meantime,
Goertz was putting his compact
frame to work, leaving his hometown
of Sarnia for a track scholarship at
the University of Western Kentucky. 

ParkVu pushes for an unplugged world

DAVID BEBEE, RECORD STAFF
Jeff Fedor (left) and Terry Goertz started ParkVu to develop a photo storage
and sharing application, but their first product makes it possible to move the
contents of your computer to your smartphone wirelessly.

By Charlotte Prong Parkhill, 
Special to The Record

ParkVu continued on page 53
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The cross country and steeple-
chase runner earned a computer
science degree at WKU, and ended up
in Waterloo Region when he did a
co-op work term at Sandvine, the
Waterloo-based developer of network
management equipment for the
internet.

Fedor and Goertz met while they
worked at Primal Fusion, another
Waterloo startup. They also both did
consulting work for AideRSS, a start-
up that now operates as PostRank
Inc. The two men hit it off immedi-
ately.

Fedor and Goertz formed ParkVu
in 2008 to solve a personal problem
they could see was plaguing a wider
audience of computer and mobile
users.

“Right around that time my mom
had just wiped out all her family
photos from Flickr and called me,
panicking,” Fedor says.

The partners immediately set to
work to make the process of storing
and sharing photos easier for the
average user; the goal was to create a
place to safely ‘park’ photos and a
way to ‘view’ them wirelessly. They
developed a prototype for friends and
family and were developing a com-
mercial product when the Black-
Berry/iPod/gym conundrum was

mentioned.
That very night, in January of

2009, they feverishly did some pre-
liminary market research, and decid-
ed getting iTunes onto mobile devic-
es was a higher priority than their
photo project.

The next morning, they met for
breakfast at Benny’s Family Restau-
rant in Waterloo and on one large
sheet of paper mapped out the possi-
bilities for solving the problem.

By the afternoon, they decided to
develop i2B; the product was
launched in April.

They were able to get a product
onto the market quickly, in part,
through the use of servers operated
by Amazon.com. Goertz and Fedor
say the opportunity to buy comput-
ing time through the giant online
bookseller’s Amazon Web Services
division changes the business model
for startups.

“In the same way you don’t go out
and buy a power plant to start gener-
ating the power you need, with Ama-
zon you just pay for the power you
use,” Fedor says. “We knew that it
changed the economics of some ser-
vices. So we looked at what we can do
differently now that just wasn’t eco-
nomically feasible even a year ago.”

That different approach involves
“cloud computing” – storing data
from computers in the internet
‘cloud,’ and making it available to
mobile devices using the cellular
network and Wi-Fi connections.
That’s what makes it possible for
users to access their iTunes library
even when their home computer is
turned off.

Although ParkVu hasn’t widely
advertised the product – it just re-
cently started working with a mar-
keting consultant – i2B has become
popular with a certain demographic

through ‘digital’ word of mouth.
“The majority of our customers

are BlackBerry Storm users, about 70
per cent,” Goertz says. “And a lot of
them are actually from the United
Kingdom.”

Fedor says the numbers for online
music purchases are significantly
higher in the U.K. than in Canada or
the United States, and mobile devices
are also more widely used there.

Fedor and Goertz initially boot-
strapped the business through fees
from consulting work. 

The company, which employs six
people, also has received funding
through government programs such
as the Industrial Research Assis-
tance and Scientific Research and
Experimental Development pro-
grams. Recently, it secured funding
from an angel investor.

Fedor and Goertz say the cool
factor of accessing iTunes any time is
just the beginning for ParkVu.

Sideloading – moving files of mu-
sic, or photos, or documents via a
cable onto a mobile device – seems
almost archaic to the company’s
forward-thinking co-owners.

“We believe these are mobile de-
vices,” Fedor says. “Sticking stuff
into a cable is like plugging a phone
into the wall.”

“You don’t want to do that any-
more.”

Goal was to find a place to ‘park’ photos
ParkVu continued from page 52

ParkVu, now and in the future:
i2B is supported for Windows XP or

Vista. The application for the
BlackBerry Storm, Bold, Curve and

Tour is available at
appworld.blackberry.com

A version of i2B will be launched

for Mac users and mobile phones

on the Android operating system.

ParkVu’s original photo project

is set to roll out in January,
allowing mobile users to store
photos in the “cloud” and access

them from their smartphones.
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Imagine driving home, and plug-
ging your car in to recharge over-
night with power generated by

solar panels on the roof of your house
or a wind turbine.

The next morning, you drive to the
office, plug your car in at the office
parking lot so it can be recharged
using energy from solar panels on
the roof of the building.

From your desk, you use a remote
control to reset the air conditioner in
your home and turn on the oven to
cook a roast for dinner; you also
instruct the washer to turn on to
clean a load of laundry.

These seem like scenes from a
science fiction movie, but they are
closer to reality than you might
think. The technology to make them
possible is coming in the not too
distant future, says Jatin Nathwani,
a professor at the University of Wa-
terloo.

Nathwani, a former executive
with Hydro One, holds the Ontario
Research Chair in Public Policy and
Sustainable Energy Management at
UW. He also is a member of Ontario’s
Smart Grid Forum.

“There is a world of change com-
ing upon us,” he says. ROBERT WILSON, RECORD STAFF

Jatin Nathwani, head of the Waterloo Institute for Sustainable Energy at the University of Waterloo, talks to Hung
Nguyen (left), Alex Koch (rear) and Carl Chan, members of UW’s alternative fuel team.

Bob Burtt, Special to The Record

Electricity continued on page 55

A smarter approach to using electricity
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“You’ll be able to use computers to
get into your house and make any
adjustments to your energy use that
you want.”

Nathwani, formerly manager of
strategic planning at Hydro One, the
largest electricity delivery company
in Ontario, enthusiastically talks
about smart appliances and smart
grid technology.

A smart grid is described as a
modern electric system that uses
sensors, monitoring communica-
tions, automation and computers to
improve the flexibility, security,
reliability, efficiency and safety of
the electrical system.

A report from the smart grid fo-
rum, released earlier this year, notes
that the smart grid provides consum-
ers with information about what
electricity costs at any given time
and allows them to make choices
about when to use it, enabling them
to save money by using electricity at
off-peak hours. It also provides a
variety of energy sources, with a
focus on green energy from renew-
able sources, and allows home-
owners to generate their own power
and sell what they don’t use back to
the grid.

“In short,” says the report, “it
brings all elements of the electricity
system (production, delivery and
consumption), closer together to
improve overall system operation for
the benefit of the environment. Home-
owners will have the tools and in-
formation to … actively manage their
electricity use, taking advantage of
their smart meters, smart appliances

and other control devices.”
Right now, Ontario is saddled with

aging systems that generate and
transmit power to distribution sys-
tems that provide electricity for the
province.

But that means it is the ideal time
for the province to modernize the
system, take advantage of smart grid
technologies, choose green sources of
energy over polluting sources and
combat climate change by bringing
electric cars into mainstream use,
says Nathwani.

“There is a perfect opportunity
now because the system is aging,” he
says. “So the question is do you go
back and build the same thing you
did 50 years ago. Now is the opportu-
nity to transition and to install new
technologies with all the promise
they offer.” 

The Ontario government’s plan to
equip every home and small business
with a smart meter, a device that
records how much electricity is used
hour by hour, is a good first step, says
Nathwani.

That and the decision to shut
down coal operating power plants in
Ontario put the province ahead of
other jurisdictions, including the
United States, in moving toward
adopting smart grid technologies, he
says.

With the commitment to move
away from coal and use nuclear ener-
gy, along with power generated by
water, wind and the sun, Nathwani
believes the province is well on its
way to dramatically reducing green-
house gas emissions in the power
sector.

He believes plug-in electric cars

have the ability to do the same thing
for the transportation sector. In fact,
he sees electric cars as the cure to
many of society’s ills. 

Historically, one of the big chal-
lenges with electric systems is that
the power that was generated needed
to be used as it was generated; there
were no effective ways to store it on a
large scale.

Electric cars could provide an
easy way to store energy at night
when demand and prices are at the
lowest and use the stored energy
during the day when prices are high.

“All governments over the last 40
years have looked to fuel efficiency to
reduce use of oil but with that you
end up with more cars driving far-
ther and fuel demand goes up,” says
Nathwani. 

“We need a completely different
fuel and even ethanol doesn’t do the
trick.”

Electric cars, lots of them, will do
the trick, he says.

Concerns about limits to the dis-
tance you can travel once an electric
car is charged are valid, says Nath-
wani. But they can be addressed by
making electric cars that switch to
gas once the range for electric power
is exceeded, he says.

Then again, the problem might
not be as big as it seems. Nathwani
cites studies that suggest most people
in Canada or the United States drive
less than 50 or 60 kilometres on most
days.

“The technology is being im-
proved all the time,” Nathwani adds.
“Soon we’ll be able to go 100 kilo-
metres, then 160.”

In Nathwani’s vision, electric cars

would be charged at night using
clean, renewable sources of energy.
He notes that by using stored power,
electric cars have potential to lower
peak demands on power systems and
dramatically reduce the cost of pro-
viding electricity.

He laments the trend that sees
growing elements of society frown on
the development and construction of
new facilities to generate and trans-
mit power.

“We used to promote electricity as
a first-rate system and the driver for
growth in the economy and a benefit
for society, but we lost track of that
and it became a sin to even think
about wanting to build an electric
plant, because of public opposition.”

Nathwani says there is “enor-
mous value” in building infrastruc-
ture to meet future electricity needs
and address problems in the trans-
portation sector.

He notes that public policy think-
ing about electricity is minimalist;
you find ways to conserve a kilowatt
of electricity and don’t build any-
thing until you absolutely have to.

“I believe in conservation to the
fullest. Don’t get me wrong, all those
things you have to do. But you have to
step beyond that and say electricity is
a good thing that has enormous value
to society and this is the way to solve
other social problems.

“Don’t be shy about it,” Nathwani
says. 

“If that means building more
supply or transmission lines so be it.
Electricity has great value. You can
use it to drive semiconductors, power
factories, to dry your hair and now to
drive cars.”

‘Electricity is a good thing that has enormous value’
Electricity continued from page 54

The ways people create, move and
use energy are changing rapidly and
scientists at the University of Water-
loo are at the centre of research that
is driving the changes.

Jatin Nathwani heads a group of
about 70 professors and researchers
at UW who bring a diversity of ex-
pertise to the table.

Nathwani, a former senior man-
ager with Hydro One and author of
several books on risk management,
was awarded a $3-million research
chair in public policy and sustain-
able energy management at the uni-
versity in 2007.

Nathwani, an adjunct professor at
UW for 20 years , doesn’t underesti-
mate the challenges that will need to
be addressed as the entire electricity
system in the province is changed,
modernized and improved.

One of the first steps he took after

he was awarded the research chair
was to pull together professors and
researchers doing work on a variety
of energy-related issues under one
umbrella by forming the Waterloo
Institute for Sustainable Energy. UW
is now considered to be home to the
largest institute of its kind in the
world, he says.

The institute conducts research in
areas such as solar and wind energy,
fuel cells, battery technologies and
storage, clean coal technologies,
clean diesel fuel for green vehicles,
integration of small and locally sited
power sources, and energy efficiency.

By bringing together people with
expertise in engineering, environ-
mental studies, science and business,
Nathwani thinks the institute can
answer some of the questions that
will need to be addressed as the prov-
ince’s power system evolves.

One of his goals is to train a new
generation of highly qualified re-

searchers and professionals who will
play a key role as the province mod-
ernizes its power system and adopts
new technologies.

One of the things Nathwani and
his colleagues are working on is a
document to address questions relat-
ed to the introduction of electric
vehicles. 

He believes it could serve as a road
map for the province as it tries to
bring large numbers of plug-in cars
onto our roads.

“We need an action-plan for plug-
in cars,” he says. “We need to say,
‘OK, we want two million plug-in
electrical cars in 10 years, so what are
the problems in terms of technology,
business, policy, utility organization
and so on.’ ”

Nathwani developed expertise in
working with people with diverse
backgrounds and areas of expertise
while he was manager of strategic
planning at Hydro One. 

He believes that experience is
valuable in developing a multi-dis-
ciplinary approach to problem solv-
ing at the university.

A major centre for sustainable energy research

ROBERT WILSON, RECORD STAFF

Professor Jatin Nathwani believes
Ontario has a unique opportunity to
use technology to overhaul its
electrical system.

Bob Burtt, Special to The Record
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Back in the summer, Research
In Motion was strongly urging
the federal government to

block the sale of Nortel Networks’
wireless assets to Ericsson, the huge
Swedish telecom company.

RIM founder and co-chief exec-
utive officer Mike Lazaridis beat a
path to Parliament Hill to implore
politicians to protect one of this
country’s future technology jewels.
Allowing the sale of Nortel’s wireless
technology to a foreign company was
like cancelling the Avro Arrow air-
craft in 1959, he said.

At stake was the next generation
of wireless technology, called LTE or
long term evolution, in which Nortel
had established a leading position.
With it, smartphones could be as fast
or faster than high-speed internet on
home computers. Whoever possessed
this technology and its patents would
lead the next generation of wireless
providers, experts believed.

So Lazaridis could have been
excused for being a little apprehen-
sive during a recent interview when
asked about the company’s prospects
for staying ahead of the pack in the
increasingly competitive mobile

communications race.
But apprehension is not part of

Lazaridis’s vocabulary. In the realm
of technological innovation, RIM
takes a back seat to no one, he says,
rhyming off a list of innovations
launched by the company through its
BlackBerry smartphone – the first
wireless data device for the first
wireless data networks. The first
device to adopt GPRS, or packet-
oriented mobile data, when voice
networks switched to that technolo-
gy.

One of the things you quickly
learn about Lazaridis is that con-
versations never get too far without a
reference to some kind of arcane
digital or wireless invention. After
all, he’s the founder of the Perimeter
Institute of Theoretical Physics and a
major donor for the Institute for
Quantum Computing.

You get the impression he’s still a
hacker at heart, despite all the bil-
lions, the adulation, the magazine
covers, the travel. New wireless and
high-speed technology like EVDO, Ix,
EDGE, 3G, UMTS and HSDPA, he
says? RIM was right there, ready to
include the latest gizmos in its flag-
ship fleet of BlackBerrys.

“We are an R&D company at our

core. That’s why it’s called Research
In Motion,” says the 48-year-old for-
mer University of Waterloo electrical
engineering student, who grew up in
Windsor.

Losing Nortel’s wireless technolo-
gy? A bump in the road, but nothing
unlike other hurdles RIM has han-
dled in the past, he suggests.

If anything one of the company’s
biggest challenges is handling all the
growth it has experienced over the
past 12 years, he says. We should all
have such problems. $11billion US in
sales; 13,000 employees worldwide; a
55 per cent share of the U.S. smart-
phone market; the world’s fastest
growing company, according to For-
tune magazine; its BlackBerry, one of
the top 10 brands in North America,
the favoured communications device
of U.S. President Barack Obama.

But right out of the blocks RIM
prepared for explosive growth, Laza-
ridis says. Very early on the company
made sure it was up to speed in stan-
dards, software and tools such as —
here comes the alphabet soup again
— ISO-9000, SAP, CRM, CAD tools, he
says, describing such things as qual-
ity management, business software,
customer relationship management,
computer-aided design and the like.

Wrap that around a tightly woven
workforce, all working from the same
page in finance, engineering, manu-
facturing and distribution, and bin-
go, you have a formula to handle
hyper-expansion, he says.

The strategy “allowed us to have
the foundation and the discipline to
sustain that kind of growth, which is
where a lot of companies have a hard
time.” Think AOL and Nortel.

While RIM lit the fuse for its enor-
mous growth in the business market,
courting industry and government
on a global scale while rivals napped,
it has aggressively gone after the
consumer market in recent years,
starting with the BlackBerry Pearl in
2006.

The strategy has paid off to the
point where consumers now make up
more than half of its subscriber base.
But courting the average Joe or Jane
has forced the company to dramat-
ically ramp up its marketing and
branding campaigns. BlackBerry ads
suddenly started popping up on TV,
and in magazines, sports stadiums,
even rock concerts. This year’s
worldwide U2 tour is sponsored by
BlackBerry.

At RIM, research is always in motion

JAE C. HONG, THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

Mike Lazaridis, president and co-CEO of Research In Motion, speaks at the International CTIA Wireless show in Las Vegas in April.

Chuck Howitt, Record staff

RIM continued on page 57
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According to Lazaridis, the cam-
paign has been more successful than he
ever imagined. Part of the reason, he
believes, was the early popularity of the
BlackBerry in the business market. The
device had almost a “cult following,” he
says. It became cool to carry a Black-
Berry. Possession guaranteed status
around the office. “That exclusivity,
being part of a club, really drove its
cachet in the early days,” he says.

When RIM made the move to the
consumer market, it wasn’t starting
from scratch. The boss already had a
BlackBerry. Now it was time for Joe
Average to join the club.

“What’s interesting is over … the
last three years, we saw BlackBerry as
a brand jump out of almost obscurity
into one of the top 10 brands in the
United States. This year we were cho-
sen as the top brand in Canada,” he
notes.

One strategy that works in RIM’s
favour, says tech industry analyst
Carmi Levy, is that it “broadly covers
the entire market” with a veritable
bushel of BlackBerrys, available
through a number of different wire-
less carriers. “If you want a Black-
Berry, you don’t have to jump carriers
to get one.”

Meanwhile, Apple, its chief rival in
the North American smartphone
market, has adopted a one-device

strategy. There’s only one iPhone and
if you want it, there are fewer carriers
to choose from, says Levy.

RIM doesn’t have an industry icon
like Steve Jobs of Apple at the helm, he
says. It’s almost like a race between
the hare (Jobs) and the tortoise (RIM),
“but the tortoise usually wins.”

Though RIM is the “darling of the
enterprise space” and its more loyal
clients, it’s going to have a tougher
time in the consumer market, Levy
says. “The smartphone market is
notoriously brutal for having a short-
term memory,” and new entrants are
always chomping at the bit to get in,
such as Google with its Android mo-
bile operating system and Microsoft
with its Windows Mobile, he says.

“RIM is going to have to put the
pedal to the metal in R&D.”

Some analysts have faulted the
company for not having as many appli-
cations for its BlackBerrys as the
iPhone, that its web browser isn’t good
enough, that RIM dropped the ball on
the Nortel wireless sale, that it’s weak
in patent protection. Witness, the huge
settlements it has had to pay out to
companies like NTP and Visto over the
past years. Sometimes being No. 1
makes you an easier target.

Yet Lazaridis brushes aside sugges-
tions that RIM has a tough fight on its
hands. “The market has always been
competitive,” he says with a laugh.
“That’s just the way things are. The

good news is that the market is very
large. There’s a lot of runway still.”

With 55 per cent of the American
smartphone market, 21per cent of the
global market and 32 million sub-
scribers worldwide, is RIM getting too
big? Not for Lazaridis. The company
thus far has captured only two per
cent of the global “feature phone mar-
ket,” he says. These are phones with
just one or two features such as calling
or texting. And RIM has its sights
firmly set on this space. “We’re fo-
cused on ensuring we continue grow-
ing into that market.”

Lazaridis also strongly believes,
and he’s been saying this at sharehold-
er meetings for the past five years, that
one day the entire market will consist
of just smartphones, and their host of
applications, including email, web
surfing, voice calls, business plan-
ning, games and the like.

While he’s thrilled with what RIM
has accomplished over its 25 years in
business, he also feels good about what
the company has done for Waterloo. 

“It’s allowed a small little city that
used to get overlooked to become the
headquarters of one of the leaders in
the wireless space and certainly the
leader in smartphones in North Amer-
ica. That’s pretty exciting for the local
community. Certainly I’m very proud
about what we’ve been able to achieve
and the support we’ve enjoyed from
the community.”

BlackBerry almost has ‘cult following’
RIM continued from page 56 Founded in 1984 by Mike Lazaridis,

co-CEO, and Doug Fregin, now retired;
Jim Balsillie, co-CEO joined the
company in 1992

BlackBerry launched in 1999
BlackBerry models: Curve, Tour,

Storm, Bold, Pearl, 8800 series
32 million BlackBerry users
Revenue of $3.53 billion US in the

three months ended Aug. 29
Net income of $475.6 million US in

the three months ended Aug. 29.
Stock listings on the Toronto Stock

Exchange (TSX:RIM) and Nasdaq Stock
Market (NASDAQ:RIMM)

RIM went public on the Toronto
Stock Exchange in October 1997

About 12,000 employees, including
about 8,000 in Waterloo

24 buildings in Waterloo, including
17 in the Phillip Street/Columbia Street
area

Corporate headquarters at 295
Phillip St.

BlackBerry available on more than
375 wireless networks in more than
140 countries

RIM estimates that using a
BlackBerry helps business people save
47 minutes a day

Marketing moves: BlackBerry is the
sponsor of U2’s current worldwide tour

Other accomplishments: Fortune
magazine’s fastest growing company
of 2009

RIM facts
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It’s noon inside a downtown
church basement and a group of
20-somethings are buzzing about

to the sounds of rock ’n’ roll blasting
from a nearby laptop, filling boxes
with shampoo, cough syrup and
moisturizer. 

The products they pack – from the
latest must-have hand cream men-
tioned by Oprah to 30-packs of discon-
tinued deodorant – will be shipped
across the country.

This church basement is the busy
warehouse of Well.ca, a Guelph-
based online pharmacy that is grow-
ing so fast its address has changed
four times in 14 months. In Novem-
ber, the company founded by former
Research In Motion software engi-
neer Ali Asaria will move once more
– this time, he hopes, for good. Part of
that expansion will be financed by
$1.1million in private investment
intended to help the company catch
up with demand. 

Hard to believe this is the same
startup that only a few years ago
consisted of four guys working out of
a closet, wheeling shipments on a
cart to the Canada Post office around
the corner. Back then, the company
offered about 100 items on its website.
Today, Well.ca stocks more than
18,000 products, and its employees
will soon number about 30. 

Growing pains seem to be the only
troubles bothering Asaria, whose
shipments are doubling roughly
every four months. He won’t talk
hard numbers, but says sales are now
in the millions of dollars.

Well.ca doesn’t sell prescription
drugs, but it has had the freedom to
grow quickly in a market not served
by big Canadian pharmacy chains
like Shoppers Drug Mart or Pharma-
save, who don’t sell products through
their websites. Asaria, 28, says “dis-
cussions have already started” with
some national chains interested in
partnerships. 

Why partner? The big chains can’t
replicate the online shopping system
that Well.ca has created. As popular
as the free shipping and huge, ever-
changing inventory are, what makes
Well.ca work so well is the unseen
software programs that allow the
business to ship all those products,
he says. “The challenge for them is to
build what we’ve built. It’s not easy.
This is much more about technology
than retail. And those skills are hard
to find in Canada.”

But the company Asaria created
three years ago also is flexible and
personable. Every order gets a hand-
written note from a staff member. In
an office in the church basement, two
young women scour through beauty
magazines and blogs, making notes
on new products to be added to inven-
tory. Three others answer phones and
take customers’ requests. 

Well.ca’s young CEO takes a
hands-on approach. He’ll pack boxes
with his staff, and personally deliv-
ers some orders that are within walk-
ing distance of the warehouse. “They
have no idea who I am. They think I
work for Canada Post,” he says. 

Asaria’s roots are here too. He
grew up helping in his father’s phar-
macy down the street, and used many
of the contacts from that experience
when he started Well.ca. 

Although Asaria, still known as
the creater of the BrickBreaker game
for the BlackBerry, knew little about
the health and beauty market when
he started, he saw a wide open oppor-
tunity. He would go where bricks and
mortar pharmacies couldn’t and
offer a discreet way for people to buy
products that embarrassed them and
would be open to adding new or hard-
to-get products that drugstores
couldn’t match. 

In short, Asaria took a chance. “I
simply grew tired of working for
someone else,” he says. “This started
as an experiment, to see if we could
do it. But I never expected it to grow
into this.”

MATHEW McCARTHY, RECORD STAFF

Ali Asaria launched Well.ca, an online store that sells health products.

Well.ca finds secret 
to online success
By Greg Mercer, Special to The Record
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On the front lines of the war
against cancer, Cameron
Piron is holding what he

believes could be a devastating weap-
on. During his graduate studies at
the University of Toronto nine years
ago, the president and co-founder of
Toronto-based Sentinelle Medical
Inc. became fascinated with the pow-
er of magnetic resonance imaging
(MRI) to detect tiny tumours.

Working toward his master’s
degree in medical biophysics, he
undertook research at Toronto’s
Sunnybrook Hospital into MRI tech-
nology that would improve breast
cancer detection. When visiting
doctors started asking about his
work, Piron sensed he was on to
something.

Shortly after graduating in 2001,
he teamed up with two U of T col-
leagues, Gal Sela and Chris Lugin-
buhl, to develop the technology, and
in 2004, they launched Sentinelle
Medical. Today, it’s attracting more
attention than ever, and annual sales
are skyrocketing. “I think this is how
we’re going to beat the disease,” says
Piron, who grew up in Waterloo. “And
that’s been the primary motivator for
the whole company.”

Sentinelle makes specially de-
signed patient stretchers, magnetic
resonance coils and imaging soft-
ware that, combined, enable MRI
machines to get closer to patient
tissue and detect breast cancer tu-
mours far earlier, more accurately
and efficiently than mammograms.
According to current statistics from
the Canadian Cancer Society, one in
nine women is expected to develop
breast cancer during her lifetime and
one in 28 will die of it.

Sentinelle’s products are manufac-
tured specifically for MRI machines
made by General Electric, Toshiba
and Siemens, which account for
roughly 80 per cent of the market. Its
$200,000 Vanguard breast cancer
system is currently used in more than
200 hospitals and clinics in Canada
and the United States, and the compa-
ny now has its sights set firmly on
cracking the international market.

In partnership with Toronto’s
renowned Princess Margaret Hospi-
tal, Sentinelle is also developing MRI
technology aimed at improving pros-
tate cancer screening, the most com-
mon cancer in men. 

“MRI for prostate cancer is grow-
ing unbelievably,” says Piron, who
attended Bluevale Collegiate In-
stitute and graduated from the Uni-
versity of Waterloo’s systems design
engineering program in 1998. “The
whole game has changed over the last
year.” 

Sentinelle’s technology could play
an important role in fighting cancer
at every stage of the disease, says
Piron. In more advanced cases, he
notes, MRI imaging is highly effec-
tive when used in tandem with so-
called neoadjuvant chemotherapy,

which works to shrink the tumour
before surgery takes place. MRI
imaging can precisely monitor the
tumour’s changing size.

But Piron is convinced the real
key to defeating cancer lies with
early detection and yearly screening
of those at higher risk. Research
shows, he says, that if cancer cells are
discovered at stage 0 – before they
break out of their immediate area
and into normal tissue – the patient’s
five- and 15-year survival rates are
almost the same as those for a person
who never had cancer. “This is how
we should be managing the disease,
with the emphasis on prevention,” he
says. “People should be screaming
this from the rooftops.” 

It’s taken some screaming – and a
lot of hard work – to achieve Senti-
nelle’s current success. Making med-
ical devices is a risky business, says
Piron: the development costs are
high, the competitors are big, and the
regulatory hoops are imposing. Still,
he adds, the rewards of helping peo-
ple in a practical way are extremely
satisfying. 

Piron knew what he was getting

into. His father, Ludwig Piron, a
Sentinelle director, is the founding
president of Waterloo-based Pinel
Medical Inc., a manufacturer of pa-
tient restraint and handling systems.
Working with his father during his
student days inspired him to build
his own medical devices firm, says
Piron.

At Sentinelle, he made sure he
surrounded himself with the right
people. Partners Sela and Luginbuhl
provided software and mechanical
expertise, respectively, while Piron
acted as the electronics and imaging
guru. Don Plewes, Piron’s U of T
research supervisor, was a silent
partner.

The company also employs many
UW and Wilfrid Laurier University
graduates and co-op students, in-
cluding chief financial officer Ian
Heynen and Paul Weber, vice-presi-
dent of marketing and strategic busi-
ness development. Weber formerly
was director of the business acceler-
ator program of Waterloo’s Commu-
nitech technology association.

Sentinelle also operates a small
manufacturing plant in Waterloo. 

The firm’s first major break-
through came in 2007, when, after
more than two years of trying, it
reached a distribution deal with
U.K.-based GE Healthcare, a division
of industrial giant General Electric
Co. Sentinelle’s technology was origi-
nally designed for use with GE’s MRI
machines, and it needed a deal to
reach a wider market more quickly.
“Once you get the brand name and
the leadership of a company like GE
behind you,” says Piron, “it really
takes it to a new level.”

Since then, the company’s growth
has gone into overdrive. Earlier this
year, it signed deals with Toshiba and
Siemens. Both companies once ig-
nored Sentinelle’s pitches, but came
knocking on its door after the GE
agreement was signed.

The privately held firm doesn’t
disclose revenues, but Piron says
sales have tripled since last year.
Both Sentinelle and Piron have
earned a host of awards and distinc-
tions, including this year’s Canadian
Advanced Technology Association’s
Award for Outstanding Product
Achievement — Healthcare, and the
Ontario Premier’s 2008 Best Young
Innovator award. “His innovative
leadership in developing and com-
mercializing the Sentinelle Van-
guard system,” the citation read,
“has changed the delivery of breast
health care in North America.” 

With all the attention, the compa-
ny is attracting top talent from
around the world. Since last year,
Sentinelle’s workforce has doubled to
about 130 people, from countries as
diverse as Cameroon, Cuba and Sri
Lanka. In June, Sentinelle moved
into a new office building in the heart
of downtown Toronto. “We just love
it,” says Piron. “We have a very
young, very hardworking company,
and a lot of people want to work
downtown.”

The high cost of MRI procedures
remains a potential barrier to
growth. Traditionally, MRI screening
for breast cancer is about 10 times
more expensive than mammography.
By improving efficiency and accu-
racy, Sentinelle has cut that price gap
in half, and wants to reduce the dif-
ferential even more.

“Then we’ll see this technology
everywhere for breast-cancer man-
agement,” says Piron. MRI’s ability
to catch cancer early could also save a
huge amount of money. “If you catch
it later, it can cost 10 times more,” he
argues. “This is the way we’re going
to save our health-care system.”

With global success at hand and
three industrial titans firmly in your
corner, some high-tech entrepre-
neurs would be ready to cash out and
collect the rewards of their hard
work. Not Piron. He says Sentinelle
has no intention of selling out or even
going public any time soon.

“We want to create a long-lasting
medical imaging company in Canada
– there isn’t one,” he says. “So an exit
is not an option.”

IAN WILLMS, SPECIAL TO THE RECORD

Cameron Piron, co-founder of Sentinelle Medical, was intrigued by the power of
MRI technology to detect tiny tumours while he was at University of Toronto.

Sentinelle in the fight against breast cancer 
By John Schofield, Special to The Record
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Technology developed at the
University of Waterloo has the
potential to save millions of

dollars for oil and gas companies
facing the prospect of cleaning up
contaminated properties in Western
Canada’s oilpatch.

The technology, known as phyto-
remediation and developed after
years of work in UW labs by the re-
searchers behind startup Waterloo
Environmental Biotechnology Inc.,
is rapidly gaining popularity among
oil and gas companies because it is
less expensive and more effective
than methods used in the past.

“We run at about 20 to 50 per cent
of the cost of other forms of remedia-
tion that usually involve trucking
and landfilling,” says Bruce Green-
berg, Waterloo Environmental’s
president. “Trucking costs at remote
sites become very expensive. Land-
filling is expensive and creates a
problem because it doesn’t remediate
anything. It just moves the problem.”

Simply put, phytoremediation
involves planting grasses and cereal
crops, such as wheat, barley, rye and
fescue, in the contaminated area. The
plants encourage the activity of mi-
crobes in the soil, which in turn eat
contaminants, says Greenberg, a

professor in UW’s biology depart-
ment.

“The microbes that grow around
the roots of the plants degrade the oil
and they are found naturally in the
soil. They basically eat them (hydro-
carbons) and use them as a source of
energy,” he says. “Basically, they use
them like they would use sugar or
anything else.” 

Petroleum is degraded in the soil
and isn’t taken up in the plants so
there is no concern about toxic or
hazardous materials in the plants. 

Phytoremediation, a term that
combines the words phyto, which
means plant, and remediation, can
also be used to deal with salt buildup,
a common problem in the oilpatch
and on farms that rely on irrigation.
The plants do absorb salt, but that
isn’t considered a hazardous prod-
uct.

Waterloo Environmental, created
in 2005 as a spinoff of the discoveries
Greenberg and his team made in the
labs at UW, says it is the only compa-
ny using phytoremediation to clean
contaminated sites on a commercial
basis.

A technology known as bioreme-
diation (phytoremediation without
the use of plants) has been used, but it
is less effective and more expensive
than phytoremediation, says Green-

berg. Without the plants to encour-
age microbial action, it is hard to get
the process working effectively, he
says.

Greenberg and his associates have
been working on the project for 10
years in the lab, six years in the field
and have been operating commer-
cially for three years. Most of their
work is in Saskatchewan, Alberta
and the Northwest Territories.

The company, which still operates
from the university, hasn’t done any
work in Ontario. 

Greenberg says that’s partly due
to different regulations and econom-
ic realities. But he hopes that some
day his company will become in-
volved in cleaning up brownfield
sites in Ontario.

In Alberta, oil and gas companies
are required to remediate sites after
oil has been pumped from the
ground. The value of the oil and gas
makes the remediation economically
viable.

In Ontario, the cost of cleaning up
some former industrial sites would
exceed the value of the property. So
those brownfield sites sit undevel-
oped. Research into adapting the
phytoremediation technology for
brownfield sites is continuing. 

PHILIP WALKER, RECORD STAFF

Bruce Greenberg, president of Waterloo Environmental Biotechnology Inc., looks at grasses the UW spinoff is testing for cleaning up contaminated soil.

Bob Burtt, Special to The Record 

Cleanup continued on page 61

Facts
Launched at the University of

Waterloo in 2005
Nine employees
Work is underway at five petroleum

remediation projects at former oil
well sites (two in Alberta and three in
Saskatchewan)

Working on seven active sites to
remove salt (tour research sites and
three full-scale remediation projects)
More than 200,000 former oil and
gas sites in Western Canada require
cleanups

1,500 to 2,000 sites are being
remediated each year, but about
8,000 new wells are being drilled
every year.

Phytoremediation is gaining
popularity, in part, because it is 20 to
50 per cent less expensive than
other available technologies

Most of the company’s work has
been in Western Canada but the
technology has been used on small
sites in China to remediate soil
contaminated with herbicides and
analytical services have been
provided to clients in Ontario and
New York. The company hopes to
use the technology to deal with
brownfield industrial sites

UW firm uses plants to clean contamination
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One possible application would be
at closed gas stations where the land
is contaminated by hydrocarbons.

It takes three to five years to reme-
diate heavily contaminated sites, and
two or three years for more moderate
levels of contamination.

So far, Waterloo Environmental
has concentrated on old oil wells
scattered across Western Canada and
the Northwest Territories. It hasn’t
ventured into the tarsands. “We
could do some work there but haven’t
yet,” says Greenberg. “The problem
is so enormous there that you’re
probably not going to solve it with
phytoremediation.’’

With revenues of $300,000 to
$500,000 a year, Waterloo Environ-
mental is profitable and commercial-
ly viable. It expects to hit revenues of
$2 million within three to five years.

Early on, Greenberg formed a
working relationship with Earth
Master Environmental Strategies, an
Alberta-based consulting firm. The
arrangement provided a boost for
both companies. “We collaborate on
research and they do a lot of the site
preparation work for us,” Greenberg
says.

Perry Gerwing, Earth Master’s
president, contacted Greenberg
several years ago after learning of the
work he was doing. “I brought him
out to meet with a client of mine who
is with a large oil and gas company.”

The meeting went well and even-

tually a three-year research program
to move the technology from the lab
to the field was undertaken. The plan
was proved to be commercially via-
ble. “It’s one thing to have it work in
the lab but another in the field when
you don’t have controlled conditions,
but rain, hail, drought and snow to
contend with,” says Gerwing.

Greenberg and his company have
primarily focused on hydrocarbons
at oil and gas sites, but salt contam-
ination is another big problem.

Over the years, there have been
many salt spills at oilfields, says
Gerwing. In the past, firms flushed
the salt from the surface of the soil.

However, with new regulations in the
last few years, the salt can no longer
be flushed down below the ground’s
surface, but has to be removed. “So
now, they are digging contaminated
soil up and trucking it to landfills,”
Gerwing says.

Oilfields aren’t the only sites with
salt problems. Large farms that rely
on irrigation routinely face the prob-
lem of salt building up in the soil.

Gerwing and Greenberg say the
potential for phytoremediation is
huge. 

“There are in excess of 200,000 well
sites in Western Canada and about
1,500 to 2,000 of them were being re-

claimed each year,” says Gerwing.
At that rate it would take 100 years

to complete the work of cleaning up
existing sites. The challenge appears
even more daunting when you con-
sider that 8,000 new wells are being
drilled every year.

“We are not cleaning up as fast as
we are disturbing the land,” Gerwing
says.

He says the decline in oil prices
over the last year has caused compa-
nies to drastically cut budgets; com-
bined with tight economic condi-
tions, that has brought more atten-
tion to low cost remediation technol-
ogies such as phytoremediation.

Cleanup continued from page 60

COURTESY UNIVERSITY OF WATERLOO

Grasses are being used to clean up a former gas station site in Steinbach, Man.
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He’s already been at work for
more than six hours on a hot
summer day, but his shirt is

still impeccably pressed and his
cufflinks are firmly in place. Only an
open collar and the temporarily
silent Bose speakers on the desk in
his downtown Waterloo office hint at
his rock and roll past.

Meet Rick Endrulat. He’s the
president of Virtual Causeway, a
company that provides marketing,
sales and market research services to
technology companies. He’s also an
indefatigable mentor for young en-
trepreneurs in the region.

“Able to multi-task” would be an
understatement on Endrulat’s cur-
riculum vitae.

A Kitchener native and graduate
of Wilfrid Laurier University, Endru-
lat spent eight years as a member of
the inside sales team at Sybase’s
iAnywhere Solutions business unit
in Waterloo. 

He returned to Laurier to earn an
MBA part-time while working at
Sybase, and then started his own
company, which has grown quickly
enough to land on the Profit 100 fas-
test-growth list three times. 

But if you were a denizen of the
local bars during the nineties, you
might remember him playing guitar
in rock bands Snap in Our Souls or
Sweetfall. It was an exercise in mar-
keting on a micro scale.

“I played guitar all my life,” En-
drulat says. 

“Whether I knew it or not, I’ve
always been marketing myself –
trying to get gigs is marketing your-
self, as a band. I’ve always been in-
terested in that aspect of it.”

Though he still plays regularly,
these days he’s more likely to have an
audience of one – his wife Cynthia
Sundberg.

In a testament to the pains the
couple takes to separate career and
personal life, Sundberg is first intro-
duced as the director of corporate
development before it is revealed that
they also happen to be married.

Virtual Causeway was named one
of Canada’s 50 hottest emerging
growth companies in 2005, and
showed up on the Canadian Business
Profit 100 list in 2007 and 2008.

Earning a place on Profit’s list of
fast-growing companies, and staying
there, was an early goal for the young
entrepreneur when he started the
company in 2001, at the age of 30.

“I try to set short-term and longer
term goals for myself as well as the
company,” Endrulat says. 

“I think setting some kind of bar
that you can reach or surpass keeps
everybody on the same page. I set
some pretty aggressive goals and
rally everybody around those goals.”

A rough tally on a whiteboard
outside his office reveals evidence of
this tenet – the numbers for one team
from among his 40 employees show it

has already surpassed its weekly
target by 50 per cent, and it’s only
Thursday.

So what exactly does Virtual
Causeway do?

“We help technology companies
market their products, and we help
them sell their products,” Endrulat
says. “I always liked the image of a
causeway, helping our clients com-
municate to their next potential
prospect – bridging that gap and
helping them find their next client.
We’re an extension of their team, a
virtual extension of their team.”

The company adds or shifts ser-
vices such as marketing automation,
sales automation and technology-
based marketing campaigns, depend-
ing on the needs of its clients.

Endrulat won the Laurier MBA
Alumni Award for Outstanding In-
novation in 2008, based in part on his
high-growth, multi-layered business
approach.

He was also cited for his ongoing
support of up-and-coming tycoons in
the region.

He’s a member of the Canadian
Youth Business Foundation loan
committee, which looks at business
plans and approves grants and loans
for fledgling businesses. He works
with the Schlegel Centre for En-
trepreneurship at Laurier, acting as a
mentor and coach for undergradu-
ates who are starting companies or
ventures. He speaks about the basics
of starting a business to classes at the

university, and judges business plan
competitions. 

In December of 2008, Endrulat met
Laurier grad Mike Morrice, who was
just gearing up his Sustainable Wa-
terloo initiative. Modelled after Sus-
tainable Silicon Valley, the non-profit
organization helps technology com-
panies reduce their carbon footprint.

Endrulat quickly became in-
trigued by the project, and Virtual
Causeway became one of the founding
partners Morrice was looking for.

It was a good fit for Endrulat,
whose clients are in the tech sector.
But one also gets the feeling he likes
to be on the inside of new initiatives,
mixing it up with recent MBA stu-
dents, feeding off their energy while
helping them realize their dreams.

Endrulat took his involvement
with Sustainable Waterloo one step
further and offered to serve on the
board of directors. 

“Rick could have just come in with
some funding and said, ‘Good luck.’
But he jumped on the board and
provided some expertise, offered his
time to help with support,” Morrice
says. 

“There’s something very special
about Waterloo in supporting en-
trepreneurship and supporting new
initiatives. I think Rick is symbolic of
that, and a really key part of it.”

When Endrulat offered to sublet
some office space to Sustainable
Waterloo, the entire Virtual Cause-
way team became its support system,

offering everything from photo-
copying to IT services to marketing.
Morrice seeks advice from his big-
gest booster when the two men meet
for breakfast once a month.

Endrulat does not go out of his
way to promote the volunteer work
he does, and points out that he also
gains from the experience, network-
ing with people who could be poten-
tial clients or employees in the fu-
ture. 

But he also remembers his early
days as a business owner, not so long
ago, when advice from a mentor
could have helped him shape a more
realistic initial growth plan, and
surmount the obstacle of attempting
to borrow money from Canadian
banks.

“I just want to give back, I guess. It
sounds cheesy, but …” his words trail
off with a shrug of embarrassment.

“One thing for Rick is his general
congeniality,” Sundberg says. “He is
just able to get along well with any-
one, whether he’s dealing with the
toughest client … or if it’s a person
giving him accolades, he’s just very
humble and he has a lot of humility.”

Endrulat has traded in late nights
on the stage for early mornings in the
office, where he often arrives a cou-
ple of hours before anyone else, so he
can get some work done before the
hubbub of the day. 

But his inner rock star can’t resist
blasting the White Stripes or Big
Sugar on his office stereo.

Rock and roller supports young entrepreneurs

MATHEW McCARTHY, RECORD STAFF

Rick Endrulat, president and chief executive of Virtual Causeway, a provider of marketing services to high-tech
companies, gets a charge out of mentoring young high-tech entrepreneurs.

By Charlotte Prong Parkhill, 
Special to The Record
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Nearly two years of negotia-
tions, meetings and testing is
finally coming together for

Vigor Clean Tech.
Final stage testing is being con-

ducted on Vigor’s environmentally
friendly wind and water turbines,
and contracts for pilot projects with
various Ontario municipalities
should be inked shortly.

“Our intent is to get the turbines
up this fall so we can test our tur-
bines in the winter elements. So
we’re pushing as quickly as pos-
sible,” says Jerry Enns, vice-presi-
dent of business development for the
Kitchener-based distributor of green
energy products.

The company’s unusual wind
turbine looks something like a 20-foot
tall egg beater, which spins like a
carousel in the wind. The long blades
are bent at certain key angles to take
advantage of wind coming from dif-
ferent directions.

There are two different kinds of
water turbines. The first is designed
to operate in an open river and looks
similar to the wind turbine. The
second is designed to fit inside water
pipes, requiring the PowerPipe tur-
bine to be shaped like a compact ball
of blades that spins when water pass-
es through.

Although the company’s three
partners initially focused on wind
and water power, of late they are
putting more emphasis on solar
power. Dale Brubacher-Cressman,
the company’s president, notes that it
is much easier to find suitable sites
for solar power installations than for
wind and water turbines.

“It is looking like solar may be a
faster way of getting started,” he
says. “Wind and water also have
longer approval processes.”

And many of the people the com-
pany talks to about wind and water
power also are interested in solar
power. “When you talk to them about
wind and water, without fail they
ask: ‘Do you do solar?’ so the market
demand clearly is there.”

Vigor’s product line caters to
clients, such as municipalities and
small businesses, that are looking to
get involved with green power, but on
a small scale, says Brubacher-Cress-
man. “A lot of people, when you talk
to them, they talk about major wind
farms or mega hydro projects. Even
those people looking at solar are
looking at big solar farms. There are
relatively fewer companies offering
smaller scale projects, especially
wind and water.”

Brubacher-Cressman says he was
excited to join the Vigor team when
he discovered that the company
would be catering to this under-
served niche market. After a 17-year
stint as an engineer at Research In
Motion, he says he was eager to pur-
sue a new challenge where he could
grow a business.

The company took advantage of

Enns’ contacts to open doors in the
municipal sector. He previously
worked in management roles for
several area municipalities, includ-
ing the City of Guelph and Wilmot
Township.

Vigor currently is in talks with
the cities of Kitchener and Guelph,
and the Region of Waterloo and Coun-
ty of Wellington to begin pilot pro-
jects within the next few months,
says Enns. The Wellington County
District School Board also has en-
tered talks with the company. 

Small anemometers have been
installed to test wind speed at vari-
ous sites to locate the most suitable
locations for turbines.

While Vigor is still working out a
price, a typical wind turbine with
installation is expected to cost no
more than $40,000, says Brian Unrau,
the company’s vice-president of
finance. “We haven’t finalized num-
bers. We’re working with the number
of $40,000, but we know that we’ll be
able to come in under that. So an
upper limit would be $40,000.”

“The only way this business can
be successful is if this technology is
cost-efficient,” adds Brubacher-
Cressman. 

While the company is working
hard to keep its costs down, the part-
ners note that it helps that due to
various government incentives On-
tario is considered to be one of the
most progressive clean technology
jurisdictions in North America.

Vigor has already secured a fund-
ing commitment from Kitchener,
through the city’s Local Environ-
mental Action Fund. The money is
helping to pay for the testing, pur-

chase and installation of the new
wind turbines. It also is pursuing
other applications at the municipal
and provincial level, and has applied
to the Green Municipal Fund, run by
the Federation of Canadian Munici-
palities. The company also plans to
apply for funding from Ontario’s
Innovation Demonstration Fund,
which is run by the Ministry of Re-
search and Innovation. 

The company also will show cus-
tomers how to take advantage of the
Feed-in Tariff Program, which is part
of Ontario’s new Green Energy and
Green Economy Act. The program
will allow them to sell renewable
energy, such as solar, wind and water
generated power, into the electrical
grid at a premium.

Vigor also plans to establish its
own power generation sites to take
advantage of the Feed-In-Tariff pro-
gram. They include one at Boyle
Marina on Manitoulin Island, where
Vigor would like to install both wind
and water turbines. The idea is for
the site to serve as a showcase for
Vigor’s products, says Brubacher-
Cressman. It also would generate
capital for the company through the
Feed-In-Tariff program, he says.

Pat Boyle, owner of the marina,
has an ownership stake in Vigor. He
invested in the company after hear-
ing his nephew, Enns, talk about the
company. “I’ve known Jerry all his
life and I know the potential there.
Nothing’s a sure thing, but it’s close
to a sure thing,” says Boyle.

Currently, Vigor’s prototype tur-
bines are designed and produced by
Vigor’s sister company, Lucid Energy
Technologies in Goshen, Ind.

Vigor was established to be a dis-
tributor of Lucid’s turbines, but its
partners ended up buying half of the
U.S.-based business. “We liked the
technology so much, we bought the
company. Or half of it anyway,” says
Brubacher-Cressman.

Tim Braun, Vigor’s founder and
former president, was installed as
the new president of Lucid.

Vigor and Lucid continue to work
together to put the finishing touches
on the turbine designs. However,
when it comes to mass production of
the turbines, Vigor likely will look
for a Canadian-based manufacturer.
Keeping production in the U.S. may
be detrimental because it would put
the company at the mercy of cur-
rency fluctuations, says Unrau.

As the company works to seal its
first official turbine sale, it is already
thinking of expansion.

“The short term focus is to estab-
lish ourselves here in Ontario,” says
Brubacher-Cressman. “Then, once
we’re experienced with the technolo-
gy and the business, we can expand
to other areas, in particular, underde-
veloped countries.”

Vigor is talking to Mennonite
Economic Development Associates
because the development agency’s
Sarona Green program helps compa-
nies like Vigor establish green tech-
nologies in third-world countries,
says Brubacher-Cressman.

In addition to global expansion,
the partners have their eye on remote
Canadian communities in the North.
These communities would benefit
from using turbine-generated power,
instead of diesel-generated power,
says Brubacher-Cressman.

Vigor Clean Tech sees bright future in wind

PHILIP WALKER, RECORD STAFF

Dale Brubacher-Cressman, president of Vigor Clean Tech, stands in front of a 10-kilowatt solar tracking system near
Innerkip that his company is selling.

By Alanna Petroff, Special to The Record
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