Economic development group examining aerial drone industry 
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Look, up in the sky. Is it a bird? No. Is it a plane? Well sort of. Is it ... no, it's not a superhero in tights. 

But if some economic development agencies in the Peace Country have their way, residents will be spotting plenty of unusual sights in the air in the future. 

In the constant search to diversify the local economy and bring new technology north, the Peace Region Economic Development Alliance (PREDA) is working to promote the use of unmanned robotic vehicles and the development of that industry. 

Unmanned vehicles are most commonly associated with aerial surveillance drones, such as the kind used by militaries. But unmanned vehicles can include anything from land vehicles or underwater probes and even mini-helicopters. 

The potential for their use across the Peace Country is quite high, according to PREDA representative Ray Skrepnek, a councillor with the Municipal District of Fairview 

"It's been about four or five years we've been working on this," said Skrepnek. "There are fantastic applications for them." 

The goal of PREDA is to start hosting training classes for using the vehicles. The Fairview campus of Grande Prairie Regional College is the logical place for the classes, said Skrepnek. 

The idea would be to use the Fairview airport for operating the drones. 

Some of the uses for unmanned vehicles include surveying forested areas for mountain pine beetle and planning future road access. 

Aerial vehicles could also be used for spotting forest fires, examining gas pipelines, drilling sites and farm fields. 

Under federal regulations, aerial unmanned vehicles can't used beyond line of sight, but PREDA is working with a federal task force to review those rules.

The concept of aerial drones in the Peace Country could get a boost next month when Dewar Donnithorne-Tait, president and CEO of the Canadian Centre for Unmanned Vehicle Systems, comes to Fairview for a speech. 

His visit is designed to build interest in the commercialization of the technology in this area and is being put on by PREDA partner, the Centre for Research and Innovation (CRI). 

Bruce Rutley of Grande Prairie, director of the CRI, said he's optimistic local entrepreneurs will see the potential. 

"We're an area where there are numerous applications. I believe there are people in the region to step forward and say 'I'm going after that,'" said Rutley. 

He said other uses for the technology include using mini-helicopters for spot treatment of crops. The drones could be used by farmers to spot weed outbreaks before they spread and treat them without having to enter the field and destroy other crops. 

Unmanned vehicles could also be used in the event of sour gas leaks or other noxious chemical spills. 

"The vision is we are a natural staging area for their operation." 

Skrepnek said Canadian Centre for Unmanned Vehicle Systems is interested in developing an industry cluster in the north, largely because of the varied terrain. With valleys, forests, flat prairie, rivers and lakes the Peace Country is an ideal area. 

"We're not that far from the mountains even if you want to go that far," he said. "You're not putting anyone at risk with these drones, that's the appeal." 

If the training aspect at Fairview catches on, it could lead to the eventual manufacture of the drones in the region. 

While Skrepnek said the first stage of the development would revolve around Fairview, any manufacturing would likely happen in the Grande Prairie area. 

"We've sort of grabbed at this and it will benefit the whole region." 

Rutley said the Peace Country continues to be innovative even in slower economic times and he's confident a drone industry is not so large a stretch. 

"It could be a dream or it could be a vision of the future." 

Donnithorne-Tait speaks Dec. 17 at 10 a.m. in Fairview at the college campus. For more information call 780-539-2054. 
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