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Bruce Rutley, executive director of the Centre for Research & Innovation, at 
last night s Innovation Week banquet




At the end of the Innovation Awards Feast last night, Bruce Rutley had two simple questions for the audience: “How many of you are entrepreneurs?” and “How many of you have ever had an idea?” 

About half of the more than 50 people in attendance stood up for the former question, while everyone stood up for the latter. 

And that is what Rutley, director of the Centre for Research & Innovation (CRI), said is the reason why they decided to expand Innovation Week from one day last year, to four days this year and run it in conjunction with Small Business Week events. 

The goal of Innovation Week is to let people know that they can turn their idea into a reality. 

“One of the participants earlier today came to me and she said, ‘I came here on behalf of someone else, but I saw a couple of things or I had a couple of moments where I thought, now I’m going to take my idea forward, now I’m going to do things differently,’” Rutley said. 

“And so, that’s what’s really wonderful, and the energy that was in the room hearing the stories of our speakers was great.” 

Activities as part of Innovation Week include workshops covering ways for people to turn their idea into implementation, as well, researching and intellectual property rights. 

Yesterday, the CRI invited two guest speakers, entrepreneurs Tom Droog of Medicine Hat-based Spitz Sunflower Seeds and Jay Drew of Vancouver-based United Lock-Block Ltd. 

The day concluded with an Innovation Awards Feast honouring six Peace Country companies – including four from Grande Prairie – who received a $10,000 or $50,000 voucher in April from the province’s Innovation Voucher Program. 

“They need practice, they need encouragement, and they need recognition,” Rutley said. “If we don’t recognize our innovators and entrepreneurs and people who are putting their heart and soul and pocket book out to bring new ideas into the marketplace – that’s the one thing that we can do to provide support for them and encouragement and recognition for the risk and the challenges that they’ve set upon themselves.” 

With 5% of the population, the Peace Country accounts for 40% of the patents in Alberta, which is why Doug Thompson, an Edmonton-based intellectual property lawyer, will conclude Innovation Week today with a workshop on patents, trademarks, designs, and copyrights.

What I’m trying to give them is enough information so they can understand when they have ideas, what stuff they can take to protect those ideas,” he said. 

Janet Plante, CEO of Davco Solutions, said this week’s events highlight why the region is known as an entrepreneurial hotspot. 

“It ensures a real collaboration in the community, we’re not just competing against each other, we’re competing against the world. So this kind of thing brings everybody together and shows that there are things here that we should be talking to each other about,” she said. 

Drew spent most of his one-hour session yesterday afternoon talking about the tough times he experienced soon after he founded United Lock-Block in 1983. 

“They were so glad to know I had tough times. I wasn’t always here. They were so happy, they said ‘thanks, now there’s hope for me. I’m struggling, I can’t make ends meet, I don’t know where to go next, I can’t do this it’s so hard,’” he said. 

“Not everything I touched turned to gold…and the stuff that did turn to gold, didn’t turn gold by itself or immediately. There was a lot of hard, bloody work that went into it.” 

He said that if the prospective entrepreneurs left with anything, it’s the knowledge that surrounding yourself with quality people is imperative to achieving success. 

“The one thing that they needed to get from me is it’s all about people. I can make $1 million selling horse manure if I had the right people. I would lose $1 million selling diamonds if I wrong people. 

“So, try to attract good people, pay them what you can afford, and treat them with respect,” he said. 

Bob Clark, chairman of the board for the Rural Alberta Development Fund, which granted $3.4 million to the CRI last year, said the rest of the province can learn from Grande Prairie in terms of cultivating innovation and entrepreneurial culture. 

“I think (the Innovation Awards Feast) says to people in this part of the province to look at the successes we’ve had. And, frankly, without exaggerating, this is one of the real innovative hubs of Alberta here in the Peace River region,” he said. 

“I think it’s (because of) the independence of people who live in this area, and their lack of fear of trying something.”
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