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Times are changing and it is important to stay ahead of the game when it comes to new ideas. 

The Centre for Research and Innovation at Grande Prairie Regional College is looking to do big things to push Grande Prairie to the head of the pack. 

The CRI is beginning to think of itself as a centre for the network of regional researchers and innovators, said Bruce Rutley, director for the CRI. 

“On the innovation side, our goal is to help individuals – inventors and small companies who have an idea or product that they want to get into the marketplace. We’re here to help them with that technology and commercialization, to get that product developed and make it work and then get it into the marketplace,” he said. 

“On the research side, the GPRC has been involved in research for a number of years and we’ve recently been given a mandate by the provincial government to officially be engaged in research. We have a number of initiatives.” 

The CRI was started in April 2007 as an initiative between GPRC and the Peace River Economic Development Association. PREDA supplied the innovation network, while GPRC already had an integrated research network. 

“We have very innovative and creative people,” Rutley said. “More patent requests come out of this region per capita than any place in Canada. Around 40 per cent of patent requests in Alberta come from the Peace Country, and we have five per cent of the population.”

Weixing Tan, a forestry instructor at the college, said the CRI is an opportunity for Grande Prairie to make a name for itself. 

“I truly believe big ideas come from small places, like Grande Prairie,” he said. “The CRI is a very good institution that can cultivate this innovative culture and eventually might expand our community and economy.” 

Tan has undertaken several big research projects during his time at the college, most notably his study of white spruce seedlings. His research determined that less-hearty seedlings survived longer in the soil than seedlings that received special treatment before being planted. 

“New findings from research can be used in teaching and can also serve as motivation,” he said. 

Tan is currently researching using algae to remove carbon dioxide emissions. His white spruce research has netted him $500,000 in funding from five forestry companies. 

Like Tan, most instructors have a Masters or PhD and are usually engaged in research, but that research time is greatly limited by teaching requirements and a lack of resources, said Rutley. 

“That passion and talent for research has been really under appreciated over the years, and that’s why guys like Weixing have said whether we have a mandate or not – and I did the same thing I when I was at my other college – we just keep our fingers in research,” he said. “This change of mandate is going to allow us to completely integrate this passion for research that our instructors have into the way they operate as an instructor within the college. Students don’t just see a teacher reading from a book, they see someone who’s totally engaged and totally involved with research and it makes it come alive for them, and that’s what I think is really wonderful about this shift.” 

The CRI was recently granted $3.4 million dollars in funding from the Rural Alberta Development Fund, in addition to the funding already received from Alberta Advanced Education and Technology ($330,000 over three years). 

The centre is not targeting any specific areas of the economy, said Rutley. 

“We don’t care where the ideas come from,” he said. “We will respond to the particular individual who comes forward with a need. We’re going to be having dialogue around where should we be focusing; what should we be focusing on; do we build on existing strengths or say ‘hmm, we’ve got potential in that area, so let’s develop that.’ ” 

There is a general consensus universities are like “ivory towers,” said Rutley. 

Colleges have more of an opportunity and reputation for community involvement and working closely with local industries, Tan added. 

“The teaching load at a college is much higher than for professors at universities, so there’s a limited amount of time to engage, and funding sources are quite limited in comparison with professors at universities too,” he said. “That’s why the CRI is really timely, simply because the CRI would provide a good vehicle to link all those different community groups and industries and academia with the college systems. It would be very helpful in the development of our community as whole.” 

The CRI has big goals, but any skeptics can look to Waterloo, Ont. for proof a small town can do big things. Population and technological advancements have exploded in the Waterloo region in recent years, with the joint ventures of the University of Waterloo and Research in Motion, founders of the Blackberry Smartphone. 

“Look at the university (of Waterloo) and all that innovation and the centre they have, what that’s done for the K-W (Kitchener-Waterloo) area,” Rutley said. 

The CRI and GPRC are already leaders in how to do innovation in rural Canada, and they believe their ideas have already been recognized and incorporated into the new ways in which things are operated in the province, said Rutley 

“It’s up to us to get people to recognize that what we do is a little bit different and we often say we’re innovating on innovation,” he said. “If we are recognized as being the place for some things, that’s a good place to start.” 

The main goal of the CRI is to develop ideas and make sure they stay in the region as much as possible. 

“If they’re developed in the region, they tend to stay in the region,” Rutley said. 

With new funding and emerging big ideas, the CRI is preparing to take big steps in the coming months to establish itself and increase its reputation. 

“We have a good footing and good ideas,” Tan said. “We want to do things a little bit differently from university research assistants, and directly connect to the community and industries.” 

Rutley said the CRI has planted a flag and one day hopes that flag will be flying 200 feet high and waving for all to see. 

“If we’re not engaged in research, we’re not engaged in new knowledge; we’re stuck using other people’s new stuff, and if our economy gets away from creating new knowledge and new products, we’re dependent on other countries and we become a have-not, rather than a have, or a leader,” he said. “We want our students to come out of college thinking research and innovation as a way of looking at the world, rather than having people tell them what to do all the time. 

“If you want static and neat and tidy, then this isn’t the place to be.”
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