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The list of beneficiaries of the new federal budget is vast, and the Centre for Research and Innovation here in Grande Prairie is hoping to join it. 

Research was one of the key elements addressed under the Conservative government’s “investments in knowledge infrastructure” in the Jan. 27 budget. 

The budget calls for $750 million for “leading-edge infrastructure” through the Canadian Foundation for Innovation, and there will also be $50 million given to the Institute for Quantum Computing in Waterloo, Ont. to build a new world-class research facility. 

That should bode well for the CRI, which is hoping to make Grande Prairie a research hub, similar to how Waterloo has exploded onto the innovation map in recent years with the Perimeter Institute, projects at the University of Waterloo, and the work of Blackberry-creator Research in Motion. 

Bruce Rutley, director of the CRI, said the $750 million would probably be targeted to high-profile research, so the probability of it funneling down to the GPRC is slim. 

“The language does say it’s for colleges specifically, but the Canadian Foundation for Innovation traditionally funds high-profile stuff, like nanotechnology,” he said. “But what’s important is that the government continues to recognize the importance of innovation and research, and it’s even as important in a declining economy.”

The CRI sees itself, and Grande Prairie, as a Waterloo in bud stage, rather than flower state, Rutley said, and they would ultimately like to put themselves on the map in a similar way. 

“That’s our goal. We have a vision for the CRI. We’re an important component and we want to make ourselves relevant to every innovator in the Peace Country,” he said. “That’s my vision. When we become relevant, we will then gain recognition like what Waterloo is receiving.” 

For now, the CRI needs to concentrate on strengthening how they do business, and everything else will fall into place, Rutley said. 

“We have our designs; we see the CRI as a centre of excellence,” he said. “We believe we do innovation in a rural economy in a unique way and are working towards getting better at what we do, and even being recognized for our contributions to the rural economy.” 

The CRI has some big ideas in the works and hopes that some can be revealed soon. 

“Once the innovation voucher program has landed, the announcement has been made, and the minister makes his decision, then we’re hoping a few of those will enter into the Peace Country,” Rutley said. 

The Innovation Voucher Program is a new initiative in Alberta that helps small technology and knowledge-driven businesses get their ideas to market faster. These businesses can apply for either a $10,000 or $50,000 voucher. 

The CRI is doing well, and Rutley is happy with their progress. 

“We just opened our 82nd client number yesterday,” he said. “We’re strengthening our organization and everything’s coming together really nicely.” 

The CRI recently added three new positions: Manager of innovation services, manager of applied research, and an office administrative position.
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