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Message from the Chair

The Alberta Research and Innovation Advisory Committee (ARIAC) works with key innovation 
support agencies, publicly funded post-secondary institutions, industry and government to 
advance research and innovation in the province and make Alberta more competitive in the 
global economy. ARIAC’s membership is composed of research, innovation and business 
leaders hailing from diverse disciplines and geographic locations, including Canada, Silicon 
Valley, Boston and Germany. 

The significant decline in oil prices has created many challenges in Alberta. Exacerbating 
these concerns is the global COVID-19 pandemic, which has caused tremendous economic 
uncertainty. In light of these challenges, the committee’s expertise and recommendations are 
more relevant than ever before. The province is a world leader in energy and agriculture but at 
the same time is also seeking to continue to diversify its economy in the knowledge sectors, 

including artificial intelligence and machine learning, health technology, clean energy and more. These new sectors all present 
great opportunities as Alberta heads down the path of economic recovery. 

We have a strong spirit of entrepreneurship in the province which provides a great foundation to seize these opportunities. 
Our unified health system and excellent post-secondary research-intensive universities present unique opportunities to enable 
growth and diversification in multiple sectors across Alberta. To this end, over the past year we have provided many specific 
strategic and tactical recommendations – some of which are summarized in this report, and presented in much greater detail to 
the Economic Development, Trade and Tourism ministry.

Our recommendations focus on enabling more economic growth through both ongoing expansion in Alberta’s areas of historic 
strength and new areas of potential diversification. This will require a strong, stable, full ecosystem. This year, the committee 
engaged in discussions on how Alberta can better attract and retain talent to drive innovation and growth in the technology 
sector. The committee also provided expertise on ongoing mandate work related to benchmarking Alberta’s innovation 
performance and developing an intellectual property (IP) framework.  

We look forward to serving government and the citizens of Alberta going forward with advice on best practices, translational 
research and innovation from a global perspective.

 

Heather Culbert

Chair, Alberta Research and Innovation Advisory Committee
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Open Letter from the Committee

This Annual Report comes at an unusual and challenging 
time for Alberta, for Canada, and for the world. The novel 
coronavirus has stolen lives, upended economies, and 
radically altered the ways in which we will work and live 
together for years to come. 

We can view COVID-19 in crushing economic terms, or 
recognize it for what it is: the great accelerator. Overnight, 
businesses have had to re-imagine their work, re-organize 
work places, and re-aligned workforces. This flood of change, 
we believe, can be a tremendous opportunity for Alberta to 
advance the current mandates.

For example, as global companies make work from home a 
permanent option for significant portions of their workforce, 
might Alberta seize the opportunity to repatriate many of its 
best and brightest? What infrastructure might be required to 
make Alberta a virtual “bedroom community” of Silicon Valley 
and other technology regions? What incentives might best 
work to entice Albertans to come home?

As always, this Annual Report summarizes our work over 
the last year, offering guidance and recommendations for 
the Minister’s consideration. We would be remiss, however, 
if we did not also comment on the focus for our future work; 
in short, seizing the current moment to rapidly address 
opportunities and challenges presented by the COVID-19 
pandemic.

It is an honor to serve in our advisory capacity and we look 
forward to serving the government and all the people of 
Alberta in the year to come.
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 Core Business

ARIAC provides advice and recommendations related 
to the research and innovation system in Alberta. 
Specifically, ARIAC:

• Advises on outcomes-focused research and innovation 
policies that will support effective performance of Alberta’s 
research and innovation system, thereby strengthening 
Alberta’s economy, environment, and enhancing the social 
well-being of Albertans.

• Provides perspectives on system performance, and 
recommendations for improvement.

• Recommends best practices to assess the status and 
progress of Alberta’s research and innovation system 
towards reaching its desired outcomes.

• Identifies emerging global research and innovation trends 
with potential significant impact to Alberta.

Methodology

ARIAC members met face-to-face in June 2019, and 
conducted phone and videoconference meetings 
in October 2019, November 2019, February 2020, 
and March 2020. Our methodology and direction on 
advising the Government of Alberta on research and 
innovation issues is provided to us by the Minister of 
Economic Development, Trade and Tourism (EDTT). 
In order to form our advice and recommendations 
to government we conduct our regular meetings, 
consultations with stakeholders, and detailed research 
which takes into consideration our areas of expertise 
and our jurisdictional experience. Our work is supported 
by relevant information provided to the Committee by 
EDTT’s ARIAC Secretariat.

Mandate

The 2017 Alberta Research and Innovation Amendment Act established the Alberta Research 
and Innovation Advisory Committee (ARIAC) with the mandate to provide strategic advice and 
recommendations to the Minister of Economic Development, Trade and Tourism (EDTT) on 
research and innovation matters.
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Results and Contributions

Based on direction from the Minister of EDTT, the Honorable 
Tanya Fir, ARIAC provided advice and recommendations on 
the following topics within Alberta’s research and innovation 
system in 2019/20:

Talent Attraction and Retention
One of the key components of a successful and vibrant 
economy is having the right talent to spur and support 
research, innovation, commercialization, and business 
development. Now, more than ever, having the right talent 
to drive research, innovation and businesses is essential to 
long-term economic prosperity. The COVID-19 pandemic 
may have significant implications on Alberta’s talent attraction 
and retention strategy in the coming years.

ARIAC conducted research on other jurisdictions to 
assess best practices in the technology talent space, and 
engaged with key stakeholders, including Calgary Economic 
Development (CED), to understand what current efforts 
undertaken in our province to develop, attract and retain 
talent. ARIAC also took part in discussions with the Ministry of 
Advanced Education to learn of initiatives that will help bridge 
the technology talent gap, and current jobs/skills projected 
for Alberta. ARIAC’s observations and recommendations 
are aligned to, and highlight the support of suggestions 
by technology community consultations undertaken by 
Advanced Education and EDTT in 2018-19.

 
Observations:

• Talent development, attraction and retention policies must 
be connected with strategies and development considering 
all elements of the ecosystem including intellectual 
property, benchmarking, and culture.

• Leveraging Alberta’s talent is crucial - many students 
trained in artificial intelligence, and other advanced 
technology related disciplines, for example, may find 
employment outside of Alberta, if opportunities within 
Alberta are not properly identified and communicated. 

• Many local companies prefer to recruit locally due to 
the barriers and costs associated with non-local talent 
recruitment; however, these companies often face a limited 
pool of qualified applicants.

• Talent retention of 20-24 year olds in Alberta tends to be 
an issue. Many do not return upon finding employment 
opportunities outside of the province.

• Alberta is foregoing capable foreign workers outside the 
local pool.

• Certain jobs are projected to be in high demand in Alberta, 
e.g. digital technology fields, software development, coding 
and deep engineering. Intermediate and senior roles are in 
high demand.

• Re-skilling and microcredentials are important facets of 
talent attraction and retention.
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Recommendations:

• Promote efforts around work-integrated learning and micro 
credentials.

• Support upskilling and short-term skills development for oil 
and gas professionals.

• Help skilled professionals pivot into technology jobs.

• approach that helps organizations measure and identify 
valuable skills). 

• Support corporate training to encourage digital literacy.

• Increase supports to navigate complex hiring processes.

• Work with post-secondary institutions to encourage talent 
development in non-technical areas, such as business.

• Foster development of STEA(arts)M graduates - not 
just STEM graduates. Arts students are assets to the 
technology sector due to complementary skills, e.g. 
problem solving, creative thinking, and communication. 

• Grow the talent pool by attracting more women and 
indigenous people who are currently underrepresented in 
the technology sector to STEAM careers.

• Encourage development of a culture within the technology 
sector to accommodate more diversity.

• Work on changing outsiders’ perception of Alberta - 
communicating the great opportunities in Alberta is 
essential, i.e. Alberta is more than just the oil and gas 
industry.

• Provide incentives to support, grow and retain technology 
diversification in Alberta.
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Observations:
• Alberta requires a clearer vision and focus for innovation. This includes the 

government priority to identify and reduce duplication, and improve coordination 
and collaboration in Alberta’s research and innovation system. Without such clarity, 
appropriate and accurate benchmarking cannot be done.

• Companies need to become more active in research and development (R&D). 
It is important that companies create a community around the post-secondary 
institutions that are capable of actively undertaking and commercializing R&D.

• Research-centric culture at Alberta’s universities: overall, university culture 
revolves around performing research and publishing results in dissertations and 
peer reviewed journals. A clearer path to incentivizing innovation and advancing 
commercialization efforts is needed.

 
Recommendations:
•    Consider using comparable city-scale comparisons, and explore how those cities 

compare to emerging innovation hub cities in Alberta. 

• Work on developing consistent policies - companies do not make significant, 
long-term investments in a climate where policies are likely to change.

•  Connect with multinational enterprises (MNEs): attracting foreign MNEs and 
helping to grow incumbent companies to become MNEs needs to be an essential 
part of an effective government policy.

•  Consider engaging with consultants from top tier performing countries, states/
provinces, and post-secondary institutions to assist with best practices.

Mandate Item: Benchmarking Alberta’s Innovation Performance 
ARIAC provided feedback on the Economic Development, Trade and Tourism’s mandate item: Assessing (Benchmarking) 
Alberta’s performance against leading global jurisdictions. Benchmarking is a valuable tool that can provide compelling 
information on where Alberta leads and falls short against top performing jurisdictions around the world. Work on this item 
continues.
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Observations:
• Many innovators find the IP creation and commercialization 

process with post-secondary institutions challenging due 
to issues such as differing policies and processes from 
institution to institution, and a lack of visibility/transparency 
in technology commercialization/transfer process. There 
are opportunities to improve processes that make it easier 
to commercialize intellectual property.  

• Disconnected innovation system: supports and conditions 
for IP used by firms should be connected to the broader 
innovation and business support landscape, not treated as 
a topic in isolation.

Recommendations:
• Focus on maximizing the benefits of commercialization for 

the province as a whole, rather than focusing exclusively 
on how commercialization will benefit a sole institution/
organization. 

• Enhance communication and relationships: communicate 
clearly and collaboratively with stakeholders regarding 
supports available throughout entire intellectual property 
process.

• Develop a framework of supports for the entire IP process: 
improved coordination and clear path to commercialization.

• Increase VC exposure, access to resources (Alberta 
Innovates), and access to incentives to encourage 
investment and attraction of intellectual property 
development to Alberta.

• Create standardized technology transfer documents, 
material transfer agreements, and other intellectual 
property agreements to facilitate collaboration between 
different actors at different centers in Alberta’s innovation 
ecosystem.

• Develop educational sessions for the ecosystem including 
R&D, IP procurement, funding through post-secondary 
R&D or grants, IP commercialization (VC, incentives, 
Creative Destruction Labs, other mechanisms that are 
identified and trusted advisors). Training sessions and 
ongoing education would leverage existing expertise, 
connections, resources, and the Alberta Innovates hub.

• Develop incentives to attract R&D opportunities to 
post-secondary institutions and corporate partnering 
opportunities.

Mandate Item: Establishing an Effective Intellectual Property (IP) Framework
An ideal intellectual property framework, combined with conducive and business friendly environment and policies, is an 
important factor for successful business development and commercialization. ARIAC provided feedback on a mandate item 
to: Establish the most effective intellectual property (IP) framework for the commercialization and entrepreneurial application of 
innovative research and development from Alberta’s universities and colleges. Work on this item continues. 
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The 2019/20 year was busy with trade and policy challenges associated with 
attracting investments, diversifying the economy while continuing to build on 
Alberta’s core competencies and economic foundations, as well as seeking to 
get Alberta products out to more international markets. These challenges were 
exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, which has affected all economies around 
the globe. 

ARIAC members are honored to provide input and advice on research and 
innovation matters to the Government of Alberta. Our members’ extensive 
experience in diverse international entrepreneurial markets, coupled with the 
local and global commercial networks enable ARIAC to advise and advocate the 
government’s research and innovation agenda.

Over the next months, ARIAC looks forward to continuing to provide advice on the 
government’s key priority areas in 2020-2021 and beyond.

Looking Ahead

INVENTURE$ 2019 
Hosted by Alberta Innovates, 
INVENTURE$ 2019 brought 
together 3000 delegates from 
Alberta and around the world to 
Calgary’s Telus Convention Centre 
on June 5-7, 2019. Delegates 
included startup companies, 
venture capitalists, angel investors, 
entrepreneurs, and other key 
stakeholders in Alberta’s innovation 
ecosystem. The second annual 
conference featured keynotes, 
panels, a pitch competition, 
and enormous networking 
opportunities. 

At INVENTURE$ 2019, ARIAC 
members participated in multiple 
roles, including delivering 
presentations, participating in 
panels, judging pitch presentations, 
and providing feedback before and 
after the conferences.

Our thanks to Alberta Innovates 
for their continued leadership and 
advocacy.
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Membership

Ms. Heather Culbert has more than 27 
years of experience in the oil and gas 
sector and was a senior vice president 
at Enerplus, a mid-sized oil and gas 
company. 

She currently serves as Vice-Chair of 
the Export Development Canada and 
is a director on the Board of Whitecap 
Resources Inc., serves as Chair of the 
United Way World Leadership Council, 
and is a member of the She Leads 
Economic Council of Alberta. Ms. 
Culbert is an Ex Officio member of the 
Board of United Way Calgary and area, 
and is the original founder of the the 
Women on Boards initiative in Calgary. 
She recently completed two terms as 
Chair of the Southern Alberta Institute 
of Technology.

As an active volunteer and 
philanthropist for many years, Ms. 
Culbert was a trustee of the Alberta 
Cancer Foundation, founder of 
Concerned Citizens for the Calgary 
Cancer Centre, Board Chair of 
the Alliance to End Violence, and 
Campaign Chair of the SAIT Promising 
Futures Campaign. Ms. Culbert was 
awarded the Governor General’s 
Sovereign Volunteerism Medal and 
was appointed a presiding judge for 
Canadian citizenship ceremonies. She 
has received numerous other awards 
including the BMO Celebrating Women 
Community and Charitable Giving.

Ms. Chris Shipley has spent her 
career analyzing emerging technology 
companies around the world, and 
producing large scale events to 
examine current issues and future 
trends related to innovation. As 
co-founder and Chairman of Guidewire 
Group, she partnered with industry 
and government agencies responsible 
for innovation to develop programs 
to mentor start-up companies across 
multiple sectors. She produced DEMO 
Conferences and InnovateEurope, 
both large-scale international 
conferences bringing together IT 
investors, entrepreneurs, executives, 
and the media to showcase technology 
innovation and trends.

Ms. Shipley has dedicated her career 
to bringing diverse industry leaders, 
academics, and entrepreneurs together 
to advance innovation. She serves on 
the boards and is an advisor to several 
innovative startup ventures. She is 
committed to leveraging her expertise 
and network into positive initiatives 
in economic development and social 
enterprise. She recently published, with 
co-author Heather E. McGowan, The 
Adaptation Advantage which examines 
the impact of technology-driven change 
on the future of work. She resides in 
Silicon Valley, California.

Ms. Helena Acheson has 30 years of 
professional experience in national 
and regional economic and enterprise 
development organizations. She is 
recently retired from her role as Head 
of Division, Cultural and Creative 
Industries and Services for the 
MFG Public Innovation Agency, a 
state funded enterprise created by 
the Baden-Wurttemberg region of 
Germany to advance innovation. She 
specializes in interpreting future trends 
in technology as a basis for prioritizing 
public investments in science and 
innovation and, has an advanced 
understanding of best practices in 
policy development across multiple 
jurisdictions in the European Union and 
internationally. 

She is a board member for Bilat USA 
4.0, which serves to enhance research 
and innovation cooperation between 
the EU and United States.  She resides 
in Germany and has a strong network 
in the EU countries.

Heather Culbert
Chair 
Calgary, Alberta

Chris Shipley 
Vice-chair
Silicon Valley, USA

Helena Acheson
Stuttgart, Germany 
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Ms. Lori Knowles is a Canadian expert 
in international comparative law, 
working as a consultant in Boston. She 
has strong ties to Alberta where was 
a professor, adjunct, at the University 
of Alberta School of Public Health 
for over a decade. She has in-depth 
knowledge of the regulatory regimes 
in medicine, science and health care 
from several EU countries, the U.K. 
and the U.S. Her extensive areas of 
sector expertise include life sciences, 
stem cell research, biotechnology, 
health care and forestry. Ms. Knowles 
is knowledgeable in the regulatory 
environment of precision medicine in 
other countries and has access to a 
global network of best practices. She 
resides in Boston, Massachusetts.

Formally the Vice-President (Research), 
Dr. Erasmus Okine has been appointed 
Provost and Vice-President (Academic) 
at the University of Lethbridge.

The Provost is the Chief Operating 
Officer and the Chief Academic Officer 
of the University of Lethbridge. As 
Chief Operating Officer, the position is 
responsible for institutional planning 
and administration in all aspects of 
the academic operations involving 
students, academic and support staff, 
alumni, members of the governance 
committees, and staff associations. 
As the Chief Academic Officer, the 
position leads the conceptualization, 
development, implementation, and 
continuous improvement of academic 
programs and services. The Provost 
is responsible for providing leadership, 
oversight, and direction across a broad 
spectrum of University operations 
including: i) institutional planning 
and administration in all aspects of 
university operations; ii) academic 
program maintenance, development, 
implementation, and quality assurance; 
iii) enrolment management and student 
support services resource allocation; 
and iv) budgeting and reporting in 
collaboration with the Vice-President 
(Finance and Administration).

He and his wife Dr. Christine Murray 
reside in Lethbridge, Alberta.

Lori Knowles
Boston, USA 

Erasmus Okine
Lethbridge, Alberta  
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