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Wayne Gretzky once said, "you miss 100% of the shots you don't take," a philosophy that Dick Rutan takes to heart.

Rutan, 72, is perhaps most famous for co-piloting, along with Jeana Yeager, the Voyager airplane on the first ever non-stop around-the-world flight without refuelling in 1986.
His brother, Burt, had designed the plane, and approached him in 1981 about the possibility of piloting it. But instead of dismissing the idea for the non-stop flight as foolhardy, Rutan was on board instantly. 

And Gretzky's quote was the crux of the message he said he wanted to convey to Peace Country innovators and entrepreneurs as the keynote speaker at the Centre for Research and Innovation's Innovation Day workshop at the Cineplex Odeon theatre on Wednesday.

"It's not a crime to fail or miss a shot, it's a crime not to try. That's the important thing," he said. "You've got to try. And most people are debilitated by fear of failure."

There are no bad ideas and they should be explored, not stored in the back of someone's mind, he said.

"My message is, don't sell yourself short. Look who we (he, Yeager and his brother) were and what we had and look what we accomplished because we had the courage to dream and we had the will to maintain the motivation to bring it to fruition."

And those that do try have a failure rate of at least 30%, but the ones that don't let that deter them achieve their goal are the ones that will be most successful, he said. 

"A true innovator, a true visionary, about a third of everything he tries will always fail," he said. "If you're not hitting that 30% failure rate then you're not trying."

Rutan spoke at length about his Voyager flight, along with various other experiences, including his time as a U.S. Air Force pilot in Vietnam, an attempt at flying around the world in a balloon, and being stranded at the North Pole for 14 hours in May 2000 after a Russian AN-2 Antonov Colt sightseeing plane landed on unseasonably thin ice.

"It's not so much the mechanics of what happened, it's more like the people that did it and why, and what their motivation was, what their goals were, what their challenges were, etc.," he said was what he wanted those in attendance to take away from his talk.

Rutan said his goal in attempting the Voyager flight was to set an aviation milestone, something entrepreneurs and innovators should aspire to in their respective endeavours.

"If you set a milestone in aviation, then your name is on it forever. And if you set a record, somebody will come along and break it. But if you do something second, nobody gives a damn. You're banished in the lake of obscurity forever," he said.

Many of the best ideas and inventions come at times of upheaval, he said, pointing to the recent recession and global economic downturn as a good time to innovate and experiment and put long-standing ideas into practice.

"I don't like peace and prosperity because mankind really has two paths: It's either advancing technology and doing great things or it's going to climb over a cliff to its destruction. There's no such thing as status quo. That's not a term that anybody should ever recognize. Status quo is idling to your destruction," he said.

Acknowledging the Peace Country's reputation as an innovation and entrepreneurial hotbed, Rutan said no dream is unachievable.

"In a nutshell, I look around and most people have underestimated what they can actually accomplish. They sold themselves short; they don't dream high enough," he said.

"Nothing worthwhile is ever created without risk or daring. Nothing."

The rest of the Innovation Day agenda was filled with an Inventor's workshop in the morning, with speakers focusing on various provincial programs as well as a presentation on intellectual property from Edmonton lawyer Doug Thompson.

The afternoon session featured an Entrepreneurs Forum with an accent on inventor readiness and had speakers Darryl Lesiuk, Paul Dagesse of Rhinokore Ltd., and Drennen Hallett of Dark Consulting offering their expertise.

Additionally, speaker Donald Cooper will offer his "Accelerate Your Business" workshop all day today and Friday at the Holiday Inn.
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