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The Peace Country came up a big winner in the second round of funding in a provincial innovation program. 

The government awarded 16 regional businesses innovation vouchers totalling $310,000. 

The first round of the Innovation Voucher Pilot Program announced last April saw just six businesses receive vouchers of either $10,000 or $50,000. 

Des Quinn, president of Avalon Research Ltd., said this week he would use the $50,000 to advance a wireline-deployed downhole camera. 

He said he is "excited" because it will allow the project to move forward. 

"In these hard economic times – it's easy to see in Grande Prairie the difficulty everyone is having – we've had difficulties as well in research, in that we haven't been able to do as much engineering as we'd like on this particular project," he said from Duncan, B.C. 

"So we were elated to receive the voucher which allows us to continue with the research on our downhole camera." 

Janet Plante of Davco Solutions Inc. said they would use their $50,000 voucher to help market a new mobile twin-cut sawmill. 

"It can kind of catapult us forward and get it done a lot faster with some good expertise," she said. 

"We're really anxious to get a marketing study done for it that would help us to position the sawmill in the bio-energy field, because we see it as a critical component of a whole bio-energy system, so to get some real expertise in the form of a market study would help us a lot." 

Chris Anderson, owner of C Cubed Consulting Ltd., said his $50,000 voucher would be used to for research and field trial demonstrations of a prototype – which is currently patent pending – of an oriented strand wood product for the resource extraction industry.
"We're just in the early stages, so we're not going too far into details yet," he said, noting that he heard of the voucher program in October. 

"This is the first time I've applied," he said. "I though I'd give it a try, and it worked, so I'm very pleased." 

Launched in November 2008, Alberta devised the program as a way to spur innovation in various industries, and help pave the way to the province's "next generation economy." 

The government awarded 179 vouchers for $5 million in the first round of the program, and 204 vouchers for almost $6 million in the second round. 

That first-round money was put to good use said Bruce Rutley, director of the Grande Prairie Regional College-affiliated Centre for Research & Innovation. 

"The Innovation Voucher Program, for (first) six Peace Country companies, enabled them to advance their idea. For some of them, it indicated confidence, it gave them the opportunity to solve specific problems, and to advance their project," he said. 

"And a lot of them have been ready to take their product to the marketplace, other ones are looking at their idea and they took their idea and concept and they now have completed prototypes in which to go forward in their next round of development." 

Without the $50,000 voucher he received last April, Adam Corfe of Endeavour Equipment Inc. said the company never would have started working on a prototype for a cutting saw for the forestry industry. 

That saw is now completed and ready to soon enter the marketplace, he said. 

"It enabled us to do the research we needed to take the next step with the design that we had. We got to take the concept that we had for years and actually turn it into the finished product," he said. 

Grande Prairie-Wapiti MLA Wayne Drysdale said it's no coincidence that the Peace Country had 10 more voucher recipients in the second round than the first. 

"The Peace Country is growing. It's always been said that there are more inventions coming out of the Peace Country than everywhere else, so it doesn't surprise me that we're getting good quality interest up in this area," he said. 

Anderson and Quinn echoed those sentiments. 

"I've learned a lot in the last year about all the various things that are going on in the Peace and there's a lot of people with good ideas and I think they're being recognized," Anderson said. 

"I think it's exciting that our government recognizes the contribution that research makes to the economy of Alberta," Quinn said. 

"I think that new and innovative technology spawns manufacturing and spawns exports, but first you have to have the research." 
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