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Innovation is a highly competitive race

Research partnerships between industry and post-secondary institutions are a 
very important element to foster innovation and help Canadian companies 
compete in the global, knowledge-based economy.
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Intellectual capital: Kevin Lynch, vice-chair of BMO Financial and former clerk of the Privy Council has put it best: ‘The 
modern wealth of nations will be driven not only by physical capital and resources, but also by human and intellectual capital, 
and the dynamic interaction among them called innovation.’ 
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element to foster innovation and help Canadian companies compete in the global, knowledge-

based economy. Kevin Lynch, vice-chair of BMO Financial and former clerk of the Privy 

Council has put it best: “The modern wealth of nations will be driven not only by physical 

capital and resources, but also by human and intellectual capital, and the dynamic interaction 

among them called innovation.”

At NSERC we have set ourselves the goal of doubling the number of companies that use our 

tools to partner with academic researchers by 2015, as part of our Strategy for Partnerships 

and Innovation (SPI).

We summarize our strategy in three words: “connect, collaborate, prosper.” In developing the 

strategy, we consulted with the business sector across the country and heard a clear message: 

we need to facilitate and increase the connections between business and all of those smart 

people at our universities and colleges. We need to remove unnecessary hurdles and speed 

bumps. And we need to be agile, flexible and quicker off the mark.

NSERC is committed to up its game in stimulating these dynamic interactions between 

business and academia. For example, our Strategy for Partnerships and Innovation has 

introduced a very flexible and agile tool to create opportunities for a first interaction. It is 

called Engage, but I informally call it “the first date is on us.” 

We know that companies have no time and no money to waste. Before committing to a 

partnership, they need to know that they will derive value from it. So we are equipping our 

researchers to demonstrate just that in a first interaction. 

Nearly a thousand Canadian companies have benefited from the Engage experience to date. 

Those include Maple Ridge, B.C., hybrid-electric vehicle developer Future Vehicles 

Technologies (FVT), which began a promising partnership in 2010 with Simon Fraser 

University mechatronics engineer Majid Bahrami. After solving a problem that led to 
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overheated batteries in a prototype vehicle through an NSERC Engage grant, the partnership 

has embarked on a far larger project to bring the company’s innovative technology to market. 

Funded through the Automotive Partnership Canada initiative, the Simon Fraser-FVT 

partnership’s next step is an $800,000 project to develop engineering design tools and new, 

efficient energy-management systems to further refine hybrid vehicle technology. The results 

will reduce the cost and weight of hybrid vehicles, benefiting consumers and industry alike. 

“Our NSERC Engage project opened up several business opportunities,” noted FVT CEO Todd 

Pratt. “It was a great way for us to dip our toes into developing a relationship with a 

university. We enjoy working with the students and are looking to them as potential 

employees when they graduate.”

Another valuable SPI tool helps build the capacity of colleges to increase innovation in their 

communities: the College and Community Innovation Program. 

Among the many grants connecting college research resources with business needs is Seneca 

College’s initiative to increase the use of simulators in pilot training. Working with a group of 

aviation industry partners, the goal of this $2.3-million research program is to make pilot 

training more effective, economical and environmentally friendly. 

Connecting and applying the strengths of Canada’s research capacity to the needs of society 

and industry is not only a goal for us, it is an essential element of Canada’s success in the 

global, knowledge-based society and economy.

Innovation is a highly competitive race. It is also a relay race. To be successful, we must know 

our own role in the race, we must each do what we do best, and we must pass the baton to 

each other, at the right time. Then we need to get ready to run the race over and over again. 

That’s what it means to me to be “Partners in Innovation.”

Suzanne Fortier is the president of the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council 
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in Ottawa. 
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