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FOOD FOR THOUGHT
One in three Canadians 
will be affected by a dis-
ease that strikes the brain.

Saskatchewan: Biotech 
and beyond

Saskatchewan is well known 
for its agbiotech strengths. 

With more than 40 percent of Can-
ada’s arable land and 100 years of sci-
ence-based agriculture, the province 
is well-suited for agbiotech research 
and the development and production 
of crop varieties, biofuels, bioproducts 
and bioprocesses. 

Public institutions located on the 
University of Saskatchewan (U of S) 
campus in Saskatoon support com-
panies through contract research, 
scale-up and pilot plant activities. 
Within walking distance is Innova-
tion Place, a research park housing 
numerous companies.

 In the realm of plant sciences, 
collaborative research projects are 
underway to develop Camelina sativa 
and Brassica carinata, tailoring the 
crops for industrial uses, such as for 
polymers, plastics, lubricants and 
aviation fuel.

Wheat and cereal crops are also 
receiving renewed attention. The 
National Research Council is launch-
ing a “wheat fl agship”, a major initia-
tive on wheat research. Comple-
menting this is a wheat genomics 
project underway at the U of S Crop 
Development Centre. 

Activities have expanded beyond 
agriculture. A number of organiza-
tions are using bioremediation tech-
niques to help mining and oil com-
panies clean up after themselves. This 
is an example of how biotechnology 
can integrate with other industries to 
benefi t the world.

Innovations in health
In the health sector, companies are 
working on plant-made pharma-
ceuticals, biodiagnostics and bio-
based surgical materials. New facili-
ties are providing more opportun-
ities for human and animal health 
research. At the U of S, an Academic 
Health Sciences Complex is near-
ing completion, with research and 
teaching space. Last fall, the Vaccine 
& Infectious Disease Organization 
celebrated the grand opening of its 
International Vaccine Centre (VIDO-
InterVac), a Level 3 containment facil-
ity for vaccine R&D. The Biomedical 
Imaging and Therapy (BMIT) beam-
line at the Canadian Light Source 
synchrotron is a powerful imaging 
tool for diagnosis and treatment of 
cancer and many other diseases. 
Provincial funding was recently 
announced for the creation of a Can-
adian Centre for Nuclear Innovation, 
with potential benefi ts for animal 
and human health research, as well 
as plant sciences. 

Premier Brad Wall recently 
announced the establishment of a 
Global Institute for Food Security. 
The institute’s mandate focuses on 
determining how to sustainably 
expand the supply of quality food 
and ensure that it gets to those who 
need it most. Also in the discussion 
stages is a Plant Innovation Cen-
tre that would provide advanced 
technologies to determine the 
commercial potential of crops com-
ing through genomic and biotech 
projects. 

International partnerships are 
always important to Saskatchewan. 
In the fall, we visited Japan to estab-
lish contacts, and this summer we are 
welcoming a Japanese delegation to 
Saskatoon. The visitors will be treated 
to facility tours and networking 
events to help build bridges between 
companies. 

Partnering with the National 
Research Council-Industrial 
Research Assistance Program, Ag-
West Bio is working to determine the 
needs of the industry and support 
the development of a bio-industrial 
cluster of companies in Saskatch-
ewan—an exciting prospect which 
will catalyze economic growth and 
employment.

Saskatchewan has been experien-
cing signifi cant growth, and the bio-
industry plays an important role in 
this new economy. 
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UNDERSTANDING BRAIN 
DISEASE IN CANADA

The statistics are shocking: 
One in three Canadians will be 
affected by a neurological or 
psychiatric disease, disorder 
or injury at some point in their 
lives, yet very little  is conclu-
sively known about the im-
pact of these conditions on pa-
tients, their caregivers, fam-
ilies, the community and the 
health system at large. 

Disturbed by this paucity of data, nine 
health charities came together in 2008 
with the aim of improving the quality 
of life for people living with a chronic 
brain condition. Together they formed 
the Neurological Health Charities Can-
ada (NHCC).

While therapies exist for temporary 
respite, most neurological conditions 
are progressive and degenerative with 
no known cause or cure. “Within the 

next 20 years, neurological conditions 
will become the leading cause of death 
and disability in Canada,” says Vanessa 
Foran, director of Policy, Partnerships 
and Government Relations with NHCC. 
“It is crucial that Canadian policy-
makers and health care professionals 
begin to equip themselves with the 
tools to deal with what will be a drastic 
shift within Canada’s population.”  

The combined e� orts of the NHCC 
resulted in the Federal Government pro-
viding $15 million to fund the National 
Population Health Study of Neuro-
logical Conditions.  With 127 researchers 
at more than 30 institutions across the 
country, the study—the fi rst of its kind 
in Canada—will provide information 
about the current and projected impact 
of neurological conditions over the next 
fi ve, 10 and 20 years.  The results will be 
formally presented to the Federal health 
minister in 2014, a year after the study 
concludes.

The National Brain Strategy
One of the study’s goals is to provide 
sound data that the government and the 
NHCC can begin to build on. “Though 
it will not answer all questions with 

regards to neurological conditions, it 
will provide a solid foundation and good 
direction,” says Celina Rayonne Cha-
vannes, NHCC’s Director of Research 
Initiatives. 

“The last thing we want is for this 
study to gather dust on a shelf some-
where,” she continues. 

“Ultimately, we want the results of 
this study to provide support for our 
National Brain Strategy,” adds Foran. 
This translates to evidence-based 
policy that will explain the need for 
prevention, research, education, inte-
grated care, caregiver support, income 
security and the elimination of genetic 
discrimination with regards to neuro-
logical conditions in Canada.

As with all conditions, public educa-
tion and awareness are crucial. “Can-
adians need to equip themselves with 
a good understanding of neurological 
issues especially should they need to 
seek help for symptoms,” says Foran. 
“For example, when are hand tremors 
just tiredness and when are they some-
thing more? “

Power of partnerships 
Thanks to the power of partnerships, 

the original nine member organiza-
tions of the NHCC have now swelled to 
25. All have come together, in partner-
ship with the Public Health Agency 
of Canada, the Canadian Institutes of 
Health Research and Health Canada, to 
conduct the population health study. 

“This partnership is innovative as 
we are utilizing our limited fi nancial 
resources in the best way possible for all 
Canadians. Instead of approaching the 
government with condition-specific 
issues, we are looking at the common 
impact of neurological conditions 
across the board. Our aim is to build on 
these fi ndings to benefi t all Canadians,” 
says Chavannes. 

Chavennes says that innovative 
partnership strategies between like-
minded organizations and government 
can prove to be a powerful force. “Organ-
izations and governments can find 
ways to capitalize on scarce fi nancial 
resources.”

For more information, go to www.
mybrainmatters.ca.
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 ■ Question: Why is it so import-
ant to be aware of potential brain 
diseases and their symptoms?

 ■ Answer: As one in three 
Canadians will experience such a 
condition, increased knowledge 
can save lives nation-wide.
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president and CeO, Ag-West bio inc.
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Canada has been known 
around the world for its rich 
sources of natural resources, 
breathtaking landscapes and 
impressive wildlife—in other 
words, “moose and 
mountains”. 

But Canada is so much more. Canada 
is a leader in science and innovation. 
We have given the world insulin, can-
ola, the walkie-talkie, and the anti-
gravity suit. Now, the bio-economy 
can be the catalyst for the next wave 
of prosperity. Together we must take 
Canada beyond moose and moun-
tains to establish ourselves as a leader 
in the latest technological advances 
delivering sustainable benefi ts today, 
tomorrow and far into the future. Can-
ada’s future is a bio-economy sourced 
from our own discovery and resources.

“Canada’s sheer volume of bio-

mass allows great opportunity in 
the research and development of bio 
products,” commented Peter Bren-
ders, President and CEO BIOTECan-
ada. “There are soy-based foams being 
used in automotive manufacturing 
for head rests, corn based bio plastics, 
bio lubricants in elevator pulls as well 
as jet fuels produced from oilseeds.” 

Integrating new bio-processing 
technologies within established 
industrial plants will deliver a vast 
array of renewable, value-added 
alternatives, such as solvents, plastics, 
paints, adhesives, insulation, textiles, 
and consumer products. 

“Bio products focus on use and 
reuse of biomass materials. These dis-
coveries maintains and create jobs, 
generating economic growth, while 
enhancing Canada’s competitive-
ness on the international stage,” said 
Mr. Brenders. “To further help this 

endeavor we have joined with other 
like-minded associations in creating 
the New Economy Alliance. Repre-
senting forestry, chemicals, agricul-
ture, renewable fuels and biotechnol-
ogy, the group promotes innovation 
in new technologies, which are add-
ing value to Canada’s vast natural 
resources.” 

Together these industries are 
already a key component of our econ-
omy. Every day, we are integrating 
bio-products in an ever-wider variety 
of applications and uses making our 
lives safer and easier, while protecting 
and preserving our environment. 

A national approach
The Government of Canada has also 
taken steps to promote the emerging 
bio products industry. There is a draft 
roadmap underway, and program-
ming has been undertaken by several 

government organizations including 
Agriculture and Agri Food Canada’s 
Agricultural Bio products Innova-
tion Program. Many provinces have 
already taken action on developing 
a bio-economy, and have defined 
provincial strategies based on their 
regional priorities, existing industrial 
infrastructure, and biomass resource 
base. We are committed to working 
with them to improve Canada’s future.

Members of the New Economy Alli-
ance include BIOTECanada, Canadian 
Federation of Agriculture, Canadian 
Renewable Fuels Association, Chem-
istry Industry Association of Canada, 
CropLife Canada, Forest Products 
Association of Canada, and the Sus-
tainable Chemistry Alliance. 
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Renewing 
traditional industries 

cess. The challenge stems from the 
nature of the brain itself. “If you open 
up a laptop and take a look at the circuit 
board, every portion you look at has a 
sophisticated set of connections with 
other pieces,” says Sutherland. “The 
brain is even more complicated.”  

Sutherland and his team at the U of 
L’s CCBN began working on the problem 
about fi ve years ago. Through a com-
bination of a specifi c protein therapy, 
an enriched living environment and 
exercise, the researchers were able to 
re-grow the lost brain cells and prove 
that rats had regained their memory 
function.

 While Sutherland’s regeneration 
technique is a major discovery, it is only 
the beginning. The next step will be to 
translate the research into therapies 
that work for patients. Sutherland and 
his team received a second fi ve-year 
grant from the Canadian Institutes of 
Health Research (CIHR) to continue the 
project.

The measures taken 
to rebuild brain cells
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of early winners (‘low hanging fruit’),” 
says Hofstein. 

In order to get MI’s support, ideas 
must be patentable, able to be commer-
cialized in a short period of time and 
contributive to the Ontario/Canadian 
economy.

“But the fi ve to 10 percent—if the 
underlying research relies on highly 
qualifi ed science—has the chance to 
become the nucleus of an industry. I 
believe this kind of commercialization 
to be a key part of the future of the econ-
omy of Canada because we can establish 
the foundations around transforma-
tional science,” says Hofstein.

Hofstein says he prefers to see MI as 
being in the business of building indus-
tries—something he says that contrib-
utes to the future of Canada’s economy.

“It is directly addressing the number 
one concern in Canada, which is job cre-
ation,” says Hofstein.

CELEBRATING THE 
BUSINESS OF INDUSTRY


