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Calgary companies are innovating in fields both traditional

(think agriculture and energy) and new to our economy (such as

lithium processing) and creating products that are life altering 

(medical advances) but also just plain fun (online events).

Each of them is making not only the city, but the world a better

place to be, while transforming the local economic landscape.

We think you’ll find that innovation, actually, is all around us.

ACTUALLY

B Y  E R N E S T  G R A N S O N ,  T R AV I S  K L E M P  A N D  M I C H A E L A  R E A M  
I L L U S T R AT I O N S  B Y  M AT E U S Z  N A P I E R A L S K I ,  P H O T O G R A P H Y  B Y  J A R E D  S Y C H

For more than a century, Alberta’s researchers  

and entrepreneurs have grown, fueled, built and advanced 

every community, industry and sector of the province.  

Over the decades, Alberta Innovates has played an essential 

role in growing Alberta’s economy and spearheading advances 

in energy, agriculture, forestry, medicine and other areas.

Today, Alberta Innovates is focused on the next 100 years. 

Building on our proud legacy, we are charting the path forward, 

partnering with industry to foster the growth and adoption  

of new and emerging technologies that will continue to 

transform the lives of Albertans for generations to come.

To find out more about the endless innovations taking place, 

visit learnhow.albertainnovates.ca

CELEBRATING 

GENERATIONS 

OF INNOVATION

OF TRANSFORMATION

YEARS
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here’s a lot riding on the production of 
lithium, a soft, silver-white metal. For 
one thing, almost the entire future of the 
electric-vehicle movement depends on the 
production of lithium-ion (LI) batteries as 
their energy source. Billions of cellphones 
and laptops also use LI batteries. Tesla alone 
already has three LI battery factories and is 
constructing two more. 

The most widely used lithium production 
process is time-consuming, requiring many 
months for lithium to settle out of saltwater 
brine pumped from underground into huge 
evaporation ponds. But Calgary-based 
Summit Nanotech has developed a patent-
pending process that uses nanomaterials to 
speed up lithium production. 

Kelly Krahulic, Summit Nanotech’s vice 
president of technology and innovation, 
says the company’s “denaLi” process uses a 
proprietary combination of sorbents along 
with nanoporous membranes to separate 
lithium from the brine much faster. 

“In the adsorpsion process, the lithium 
adheres to the adsorbent, which rejects 
other substances contained within the 
brine,” says Krahulic. “Then we use another 
solution to desorb, or release the lithium 
from the adsorbent, which is much like 
adding water to a sponge and wringing out 
the lithium. Basically, you’re sucking all 
of the lithium out of the adsorbent, after 
which, it is filtered through a nanoporous 
membrane. Instead of using acid in the 
desorption stage, we use recycled water.  

Bypassing the pond or pool component 
dramatically decreases the processing time 
and it minimizes environmental issues with 
the desert ecosystem, where most of the 
lithium processing plants are located.” To 
limit its carbon footprint further, the com-
pany is able to draw power from geother-
mal, solar, wind and hydroelectric sources 
generated close to the processing sites. 

Summit Nanotech’s technologies have 
gained the interest of several lithium 
development companies, including 3PL 
Operating Inc., which is exploring assets in 
Nevada, and Calgary-based Lithium Chile, 
which has lithium-producing properties 
in Chile. Summit Nanotech is just at the 
point of completing the primary technol-
ogy development and is testing modules to 
build a pilot project to be installed at one of 
Lithium Chile’s properties. 

Eventually they hope to commercialize 
the denaLi technology.

While South America is the major 
global source of lithium reserves, there are 
substantial reserves in Canada, including 
in the brine produced in existing Alberta 
oil and gas wells. Amanda Hall, Summit 
Nanotech’s founder and CEO, is a geophysi-
cist who spent years in the oil and gas and 
mining sectors, as well as in research, so 
it should come as no surprise that she has 
already tagged those sites as potential future 
lithium supply. Long term, Summit hopes to 
develop a lithium recycling process, reduc-
ing even further the energy and resources 
required to produce this valuable element.

Both Hall and Krahulic believe the 
environment created by the federal and 
provincial levels of government to promote 
economic diversity has been instrumental 

F I L T E R I N G
F O R  T H E
F U T U R E
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S ince 2019, Luke Silinski has been sharing the same 
message: the gap between agriculture and computer 
sciences needs to be addressed. Now his company Ag 
Tech STEAM is helping bridge that gap through educa-

tion, with the backing of Farm Credit Canada, Olds College and 
Lethbridge College. This alone would be noteworthy, but what’s 
even more impressive is that Silinski is 15 years old. 

“Sometimes it’s a half-hour at the kitchen table, sometimes it’s 
a whole evening dedicated to the project and helping Luke. We 
find time any way we can,” says Shanyn Silinski, Luke’s mother, 
who notes that Luke’s father Earl is also involved. 

Ag Tech STEAM takes the multi-faceted STEAM (science, 
technology, engineering, art and math) learning approach and 
applies it to agri-tech learning. According to Luke, this con-
vergence of topics is nothing new. “I come from a long line of 
farmers. My dad, grandpa, great-grandpa — farming has been in 
our family forever and innovation has always been happening,” 
he says, noting that his great-grandfather was an early adopter of 
electric lighting on his farm in Manitoba. 

Ag Tech STEAM’s website contains what Luke calls “content 
packs” about science and technology in relation to farm life, 
covering subjects such as entomology and soil health. A short de-
scription of how each topic relates to science, tech, engineering, 
art and math is followed by an activity to be done “in the field.” 

“I want to make sure there is no one gatekeeping this impor-
tant information on how to care for our land,” Luke says. “I want 
it to be free and easily accessible for anyone around the world. 
From a remote community to downtown Calgary, anyone can 
learn and apply the knowledge.” —T.K.

in Summit Nanotech’s growth. At various 
stages the company has received funding 
support from government agencies, includ-
ing Alberta Innovates, Sustainable Develop-
ment Technology Canada and the National 
Research Council of Canada Industrial 
Research Assistance Program. The MaRS 
urban innovation hub in Toronto has also 
provided important guidance, and Hall was 
named a finalist in the Women in Cleantech 
Challenge established by MaRS in collabo-
ration with Natural Resources Canada.

That range of federal and provincial 
support has been extremely encouraging, 
says Krahulic. “I’m incredibly hopeful about 
the diversification that has been so strongly 
supported both with funding and connec-
tion with the resources we need,” she says. 
“Alberta is entering a time of transition that 
will eventually diversify its economy and we 
felt we needed to be part of that diversifica-
tion. It can be scary to step into diversifica-
tion just as it is for anyone to jump into 
entrepreneurship. But I believe Alberta has 
what it takes.” —E.G.

“I want to make

sure there is no

one gatekeeping

this important

information

on how to care

for our land.”

LUKE SILINSKI, AG TECH STEAM

“Alberta is entering a

time of transition that

will eventually diversify

its economy and we felt

we needed to be part of

that diversification.”

KELLY KRAHULIC, SUMMIT NANOTECH

F U L L  S T E A M
A H E A D
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“The ACCTC makes

Calgary and Alberta a

very attractive place to

be doing this work, and

the city benefits.”

JOHN VAN HAM, INNOTECH ALBERTA 

 T he Shepard Energy Centre in 
southeast Calgary is Alberta’s 
largest natural gas-fuelled power 
generating facility. Three years 

ago, InnoTech Alberta, a subsidiary of 
Alberta Innovates, opened the Alberta 
Carbon Conversion Technology Centre 
(ACCTC) right next door. This one-
of-a-kind facility allows for testing and 
demonstration of CO₂ conversion, capture, 
utilization and storage (CCUS) technol-
ogy on an intermediate or pilot scale. Pipes 
carry a portion of the Shepard Centre’s flue 
gas that would normally be burnt off and 
feeds it into the ACCTC. This allows for 25 
tonnes of CO₂ per day to be used as supply 
for the businesses working on carbon-
capture devices at the ACCTC. 

In many labs around the world, experts 
are working with small CO₂ cannisters to 
test CCUS theories and devices, but before 
these technologies can be implemented at 
energy facilities, they need to be tested with 
higher and more consistent rates of CO₂. 

T E S T I N G ,  T E S T I N G

The ACCTC receives the majority of 
its operational funding from industry 
partners as well as the provincial govern-
ment through Alberta Innovates. The fa-
cility stands alone as a distinctive leader, 
the only space of its kind in Canada. 

John Van Ham, the executive director 
of sector alignment and programs with 
InnoTech, says the ACCTC makes Cal-
gary and Alberta exceptional because of 
the opportunities this technology offers 
in reducing carbon emissions and green-
house gases. And it also makes the city a 
hotbed for collaboration and attraction 
of new businesses. “Whether the busi-
nesses working on-site are collaborating 
with researchers at the university or 
getting supplies from local companies or 
working directly with energy facilities in 
the area, [the ACCTC] makes Calgary 
and Alberta a very attractive place to be 
doing this work, and the city benefits,” 
Van Ham says. 

Currently, each of the businesses us-
ing one of the five, 25,000-square-foot 
testing bays at the ACCTC, is competing 
for the $20 million NRG COSIA Carbon 
XPRIZE, which calls on innovators and 
businesses to find CCUS solutions that 
convert CO₂ into usable products. 

Starting in September, 2015, a handful 
of innovators were chosen to compete 
for the prize, and the finalists began 
moving their tech into testing at the 
ACCTC in 2019. The overall winner of 
the $20 million purse will be announced 
later this year. 

Once the winner is announced the 
ACCTC will welcome new innovators to 
use the site. 

“In the future, this site will be opened 
up to anyone who wants to come in 
and do this work, such as companies 
throughout Canada or internationally 
who have been contacting us to use the 
Centre,” Van Ham says. Some of the 
XPRIZE candidates who are currently 
on site have been negotiating to stay as 
well. —T.K.
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or most people, the immune system is a wel-
come friend, serving as a protector against 
diseases and infections. But for millions of 
others, the immune system is a traitor hid-
ing inside the body, waiting to turn against 
it. In those cases, the antibodies, or certain 
types of white blood cells produced by the 
immune system that usually respond to 
infectious viruses or bacteria, instead attack 
the body’s own cells. This is known as auto-
immune disorder, which is behind as many 
as 100 autoimmune diseases that vary from 
annoying to deadly, common to rare. Psoria-
sis, lupus, type 1 diabetes, multiple sclerosis 
and rheumatoid arthritis are examples of 
diseases caused by autoimmune disorder.

For Dr. Pere Santamaria, founder and 
chief science officer of Parvus Therapeutics 
Inc. (a startup co-founded with the Univer-
sity of Calgary), fighting autoimmune dis-
order has been both a focus of his research 
and his own personal struggle. As a child, 
Santamaria was diagnosed with myasthenia 
gravis, a neuromuscular disease caused 
by autoimmune disorder. Santamaria says 
his affliction wasn’t the primary motiva-
tion of his research, but his interest in the 
mechanisms causing type 1 diabetes did 
eventually lead to his team’s ground-break-
ing discovery of a whole new class of drugs, 
which Parvus eventually named Navacims, 
that could someday significantly improve 
the treatment of autoimmune diseases. 

The importance of this medical develop-
ment is further underscored by the fact that 
Parvus Therapeutics has signed licencing 
and collaboration agreements worth more 
than $1 billion (placing it in the exclusive 
class of companies known as “unicorns” 
— you can read more about other Calgary 
unicorns on page 30). 

The partnerships will be critical for 
Parvus to further develop and eventually 
commercialize Navacims for treatment of 

A  C L A S S  O F  I T S  O W N

a variety of autoimmune diseases, though 
Santamaria points out there is still much 
work to be done, including pre-clinical 
development and clinical development 
activities. Parvus has yet to release a time 
frame for the clinical phases and possible 
commercialization. And, as with the devel-
opment of most pharmaceuticals, the road 
up to this point has already been long and 
challenging, according to Santamaria. 

“It’s not straight forward to bring phar-
maceutical products from the bench to bed-
side,” he says. “To take a discovery from the 
research laboratory to the level of building a 
new class of drugs, and then to clinical trials, 
requires a lot of time and resilience with a 
lot of rejection and failures along the way.”

The journey that Santamaria and Parvus 
are on began back in 2004. Santamaria 
wanted to understand why some people are 
genetically predisposed to autoimmune dis-
eases (in this case type 1 diabetes), and how 
that predisposition compels the immune 
system to attack the insulin-producing cells 
of the pancreas. 

To try to understand those mecha-
nisms, Santamaria and his team attached 
“baits” for diabetes-causing white blood 
cells (specific proteins that are targeted by 
these cells) onto iron oxide nanoparticles 
(IONPs). These nanoparticles are com-
monly used as a contrast agent for magnetic 
resonance imaging (MRI). Using the MRI, 
team members tracked the accumulation 
of the white blood cells that had bound to 
and swallowed the bait-coated IONPs to 
the pancreas, and observed their effect on 
insulin-producing beta cells. 

They were able to track the accumula-
tion of these white blood cells into the 
pancreas where they discovered, unexpect-
edly, that the IONPs used for tracking 
displayed therapeutic activity. That is, they 
found that the protein-coated compound 
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disabled inflammation 
within the pancreas 
without diminishing 
the beneficial actions 
of the immune system 
of protecting against 
infection and cancer.

Santamaria says that 
while this result was 
completely unexpected, 
after several days of 
thinking about it, he 
found a rational expla-
nation. 

“I realized that we 
had found not only a 
new type of compound, 
but that it could be a new class of drugs 
with significant implications for treating the 
disease,” he says. “I had been trained as a 
medical doctor so it became apparent to me 
the compound could possibly be useful to 
treat a variety of autoimmune diseases.”

However, Santamaria explains that he 
had little data, only the initial observations. 
In addition, the compounds, which were 
eventually named Navacim, were basically a 
class of drugs that had never been manu-
factured, unlike widely used monoclonal 
antibody drugs. The path of development 
to clinical trials and commercialization to 
those drugs had already been blazed, while 
Santamaria and Parvus Therapeutics had to 
blaze their own trail. On the other hand, he 
points out, since Navacim is a new class of 
drugs, Parvus owns any drug that is devel-
oped in the class, so the value is potentially 
much greater.

Once Santamaria and his team realized 
the potential for the compound, there was 
much to be done. Santamaria co-founded 
Parvus with the University of Calgary — 
UCalgary filed the initial patents and the 
exclusive licensing belongs to Parvus. As 

the data set continued 
to be built to support 
the company’s claims, 
more patents had to be 
filed, which required 
funding by angel 
investors. The patent 
portfolio grew as data 
sets expanded. 

In the meantime, 
Santamaria says, 
there was no further 
advancement in that 
particular research area 
by the pharmaceutical 
industry, which led to 
more interest in Par-

vus. The company matured and hired more 
people. Growth was slow and sometimes 
painful but eventually, as the data became 
accepted, the potential benefits of the drug 
outweighed the risks of development.

Santamaria credits UCalgary for its 
support of entrepreneurship and foster-
ing an environment for commercialization 
that can help improve human health and 
encourage the advancement of technol-
ogy. However, he warns that he sees little 
personal investment in diversifying the 
economy into sectors other than oil and gas, 
which results in companies eventually leav-
ing the province to grow to the next level.

While the increased recognition and af-
filiation with one of the world’s largest phar-
maceutical companies has been gratifying, 
the real source of satisfaction for Santamaria 
lies elsewhere. 

“When you conduct research in the labo-
ratory, it’s because you’re curious and want 
to ask questions about Mother Nature, but 
it’s always with the hope that it will become 
meaningful for patients and to build upon 
the knowledge that others have created 
before you,” he says. —E.G.

“I realized that we had

found not only a new

type of compound, but

that it could be a new

class of drugs.”

DR. PERE SANTAMARIA, PARVUS THERAPEUTICS
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geothermal energy was on using steam from 
geothermally heated water to power elec-
tricity-generating turbines. She now believes 
a more viable and immediate use of geother-
mal is direct heating that can be applied to 
residential, commercial and industrial areas, 
and to sectors such as agriculture, where it 
could be used to heat greenhouses. 

To showcase those many applications, 
BGP has collaborated with two British 

Columbia communities. BGP calls its 
partnership with Valemount, about 120 km 
west of the Town of Jasper, “Sustainaville.” 
The company plans to use its proprietary 
technology to develop a geothermal heat 
reservoir to pipe hot water to local homes 
and businesses. It’s a crucial project for the 
village because natural gas isn’t available in 
the area, so most residents burn wood or 
use trucked-in propane.

I N T O  H O T  W A T E R

o-founder and CEO of Borealis GeoPower 
Inc. Alison Thompson thinks one of the 
reasons geothermal energy isn’t a house-
hold word in Canada is that drilling for 
hot water is not all that sexy. Although 
Thompson chuckles when she says it, she 
is serious when she suggests that, for many 
engineers, the exploration and extraction 
of heated water from below the ground isn’t 
the biggest or most technically rewarding 
challenge. But, Thompson, points out, it’s 
also an essential reason to take advantage of 
this potentially substantial source of energy. 

Thompson is a highly regarded engineer 
who previously held management posi-
tions with Suncor Energy and Nexen Inc. 
(now CNOOC Petroleum North America 
ULC) and an executive position at Magma 
Energy Corp. before co-founding Borealis 
GeoPower (BGP). She also co-founded and 
chairs the Canadian Geothermal Energy 
Association, and is a fellow at Alberta 
Energy Futures Lab. 

Thompson says her oil-and-gas expe-
rience demonstrated that, with certain 
modifications, the technologies used in that 
sector could be applied to the geothermal 
sector. Although we typically relate geother-
mal power to countries with volcanic activ-
ity, such as Iceland, Thompson points to a 
huge potential local source for power and 
heat. “The sector has an advantage because 
it is able to harvest the already existing 
abundant data from active and inactive 
oil and gas wells that are potential sources 
of heated water. Those sources, if used as 
a jumping-off point along with the data, 
could produce more geothermal energy 
than any other country,” she says. 

Thompson says at the time of BGP’s 
founding in 2007, much of the focus for 
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“Our Indigenous

partners have been

leading the way in

exploring the potential

of geothermal.”

ALISON THOMPSON, BOREALIS GEOPOWER INC.

BGP’s other sustainable demonstration 
project, “Fuel for Reconciliation,” is being 
developed in partnership with Kitselas 
First Nation just outside Terrace, B.C. “We 
would like to see this project contribute to 
economic sovereignty for the Nation by 
providing energy and jobs at the industrial 
level,” Thompson says. “Our Indigenous 
partners have been leading the way in 
exploring the potential of geothermal. They 
have told us, ‘We want to utilize this. For us, 
it’s a beloved form of energy.’” If successful, 
BGP envisions the project leading to similar 
initiatives in some 300 communities, 
including First Nations communities and 
areas for industrial use. —E.G.

“Even though our entire

strategy has been shaken,

our team has shown its

resiliency every single

day and we’ve had zero

layoffs.”

LUCAS MCCARTHY, SHOWPASS

T H E  S H O W S
M U S T  G O  O N

 W hile the pandemic has 
upset many a business 
model, for Calgary-based 
Showpass it has become 

an opportunity to break new ground in 
the entertainment sector. 

Showpass started in 2014 as a 
virtual queuing service used by res-
taurants. By 2016 it had elbowed into 
the cutthroat ticket selling and event 
space, and was the first to develop code 
to sell tickets directly from a Google 
search page, through Facebook and on 
the presenters’ own sites. 

But that primary component of 
its business, along with its revenue, 
completely evaporated in the spring of 
2020, when pretty much every event 
on the planet was cancelled. CEO and 
founder Lucas McCarthy says his team 
immediately went into action to create a 
new business model, connecting musi-
cians and artists with virtual audiences 
for private and public performances. 

When that approach proved reason-
ably successful, the team took it a step 
further by partnering with booking 
agency Livestar Entertainment Canada 
to arrange live hotel balcony perfor-
mances, where audience members could 
book hotel rooms to watch performers in 
the courtyard below. From its beginnings 
with the Ramada Plaza Calgary Down-
town, the entertainment series has since 
expanded across Canada and the U.S.  

“Over this past year, even though 
our entire strategy has been shaken, 
our team has shown its resiliency every 
single day and we’ve had zero layoffs,” 
McCarthy says. “That comes from grow-
ing up in a cyclical boom-bust environ-
ment that prepares so many people in 
our province and city.” —E.G.
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B U Y - L O C A L  B A N K I N G

Compared to regular rewards cards from 
traditional banks, Neo’s model is starkly 
different in a number of ways. For example, 
the free, base version of the Neo credit card 
offers an average of four-per cent cash-back 
rewards on purchases, in comparison with 
cards from traditional banks that barely 
reach two per cent.  
Additionally, there is no over-limit fee  
(often around $29) and no inactive fee. 

Neo also offers a bank account in part-
nership with Concentra Bank with a 1.5-per 
cent interest rate. The account is available to 
anyone, regardless of income or credit rat-
ing, and doesn’t have a promotional period 
or minimum-balance requirement.  

Neo’s partnership with Concentra allows 
the company to focus on the digital side of 
the business and ensure that users are be-
ing given the best personalization options 
possible. The rewards model for the Neo 
credit card works much like the old-school 
“buy 10 get one free” offerings: the more 
you use your Neo card at partnered busi-
nesses, the more your rewards cater to your 
buying habits. 

Chau says that even as Neo Financial 
grows and expands into partnerships with 
larger businesses such as Hudson’s Bay, it 
will continue to make small and medium-
sized businesses a priority. But this support-
local-small-business ideology doesn’t mean 
that Neo isn’t looking at the bigger picture.

“We started out meeting in the free spac-
es at the Calgary Public Library downtown, 
but we want to grow and be able to scale 
and become the next Shopify or PayPal in 
Canada,” says Chau. 

The company’s $50 million in Series A 
funding is certainly taking it in that direc-
tion. Neo is also the first portfolio company 
for Harvest Builders, a Calgary venture 
building organization founded by Chris 
Samair, another Skip the Dishes  
co-founder. —T.K.

“We want to grow and

be able to scale and

become the next Shopify

or PayPal in Canada.”

ANDREW CHAU, NEO FINANCIAL

n a year defined by the horrific impacts of 
the pandemic, 2020 also had an underlying 
message for consumers: support local busi-
nesses or watch them disappear. This was 
not a new idea in any sense, but there cer-
tainly was a renewed push seen throughout 
the country to keep our favourite restau-
rants, pubs and shops afloat. 

Now, a Calgary-based fintech startup 
has taken that idea one step further in the 
way of inclusive and reimagined banking. 

Created by two of the founders of 
Skip the Dishes, Andrew Chau and Jeff 
Adamson, along with Kris Read, Neo 
Financial began operations in early 2020 
with two goals in mind: challenge the “big 
five” banks that dominate the market and 
create a banking experience that rewards 
everyone involved. 

“We had seen the opportunity with Skip 
to take a tech-first, digital approach into 
an area where tech wasn’t really involved 
before. That is similar to what we wanted 
to do with banking,” Chau says. 

Chau feels that traditional banks have 
done little innovation in technology and 
have outdated systems, and that they fail 
to offer the products and customization 
that Canadians want. “Something that is 
seamless and digital hasn’t made its way 
into an industry that is dominated by the 
big-five, who own about 93-per cent market 
share,” Chau says. “There are a lot of legacy 
processes that exist there, and we wanted to 
improve that experience.” 

For starters, Neo has created a credit card 
with an accessible rewards system that al-
lows users to see their accumulated rewards 
immediately after making purchases. As for 
the “buy-local” aspect of Neo, the company 
has partnered with thousands of small and 
mid-size businesses across Canada, provid-
ing an incentive for shoppers to support 
local independent shops that offer rewards 
on the Neo Mastercard. 
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summer, researchers worked 

with Alberta Health Services  

as well as Alberta Precision 

Laboratories to use unmanned 

drones to deliver medical 

supplies and COVID tests to 

three reserves in the Stoney 

First Nation. The miniature 

helicopter-like drones can 

carry up to 45 kilograms. The 

long-term goal is for national 

and global use.

UCalgary Alzheimer’s  
Prevention Breakthrough

A UCalgary research break-

through on animal models has 

found two ways to potentially 

prevent and reverse the effects 

of Alzheimer’s. Researchers 

found that limiting the open 

time of a channel called the 

ryanodine receptor (a gateway 

to cells in the heart and brain) 

prevented and reversed the 

disease’s progression. 

The team also discovered that 

the drug R-carvedilol, typically 

used as part of a pharmaceuti-

cal mix for heart patients, 

reversed memory loss and 

brain damage in mice. There 

are still many steps before 

clinical trials but the work looks 

very promising.

UCalgary-led Project Addresses 
Oilsands Boiler Problems

A $2-million, five-year 

multi-disciplinary research 

project led by UCalgary and 

involving researchers at SAIT 

and the University of Alberta, 

addresses the problem of 

fouling, corrosion and erosion 

in steam generator boilers used 

in oilsands operations. Fouling 

is the result of buildup inside 

the generators’ metal tubes. 

The buildup affects boiler 

productivity, while corrosion 

and erosion risk damaging the 

boiler tubes, which can shut 

down production and cost huge 

amounts of money. The 

researchers aim to reduce 

these problems to increase 

steam generator efficiency and 

thereby reduce the environ-

mental footprint and costs.

SAIT and UCalgary Researchers 
Pilot Medical Drone Delivery

Remote communities often 

don’t have adequate and 

timely access to medical 

supplies or equipment, and 

weather sometimes makes 

traditional delivery impossible. 

For this pilot project last 

F U T U R E  F O R W A R D

UCalgary and Rogers 
Communications Team Up 
for IoT Advancement

A five-year agreement between 

Rogers and UCalgary will help 

advance research into the 

Internet of Things (IoT) to 

better support Canadians and 

Canadian businesses. Since 

COVID-19 has highlighted the 

importance of connectivity and 

communication, this research 

into internet-enabled objects is 

more relevant than ever. 

Two UCalgary Research Projects 
Seek to Improve Long-term Care

Two UCalgary associate 

professors, Dr. Bonnie 

Lashewicz and Dr. Zahra 

Goodarzi, are researching ways 

to improve quality of life and 

care for workers and patients in 

long-term care homes. One 

project is about protecting the 

mental health of workers 

against feelings of guilt and 

shame that come from 

mediating between family and 

terminally ill patients. The 

second addresses better 

palliative care and reduced 

suffering for older and frail 

patients in the homes.

UCalgary and MagicMed 
Industries Researching 
Pharmaceutical Psychedelics

Derivates of psilocybin, the 

molecule found in magic 

mushrooms, hold promising 

medical properties. Started by 

UCalgary researchers, 

MagicMed aims to manufac-

ture a clinical version of the 

molecule responsible for the 

hallucinogenic effects of magic 

mushrooms for pharmaceuti-

cal use. The molecules could 

help in the development of 

treatments for anxiety, 

depression and migraines.

UCalgary Researchers Looking 
at Lab-grown Fish

If not for the cost, lab-grown 

protein could offer a future 

solution for large-scale food 

production. Researchers at 

UCalgary’s Cumming School of 

Medicine are examining 

cost-effective cellular 

agriculture solutions to grow 

fish artificially, and attempting 

to find new protein variants that 

may hold the answer to 

reducing the cost of growing 

edible seafood proteins in a lab 

setting. —M.R.

Calgary researchers finding better ways

to do just about everything
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U N I C O R N 
C O M P A N I E S

CALGARY’S

Calgary’s tech companies valued at $1 billion+ are pushing

the city forward with advancements in technology and medicine.

Who will be next to join their ranks?

n the business world, a “unicorn” is that 
rare company valued at over $1 billion. 

Over the last few years, Calgary has 
seen four of its tech-focused companies 
join that rank: Solium Capital (now 
Shareworks), RS Energy Group (now  
Enverus Intelligence Research Inc.),  
Parvus Therapeutics and Benevity.

Calgary’s newest unicorn, Benevity, 
sealed an investment deal last December  
with U.K.-based investment company Hg  
for $1.1 billion USD. A Certified B Cor-
poration, Benevity provides automated 
cloud management-based software for 
charitable donations and grants. It has 
quickly become a leading global force, 
with customers including Nike, Google 
and Apple. In December 2020, Benevity 

launched a “Dear 2020 Challenge” with a 
goal of 3 million “acts of goodness” (such 
as creating public opportunities to support 
non-profits) by the year end — a goal the 
company was able to achieve.

Solium Capital was Calgary’s first uni-
corn, a designation it gained after Morgan 
Stanley bought the company in a $1.1 
billion CAD deal completed in May, 2019. 
It has since rebranded as Shareworks 
by Morgan Stanley and in May, 2020, 
announced the start of Morgan Stanley 
Wealth Management Canada. Solium had 
initially focused on simplifying the man-
agement of equity plans with a cloud-based 
platform. Merging with Morgan Stanley 
added financial wellness and retirment 
support to its offerings. 

RS Energy Group (RSEG) became 
a unicorn in February, 2020, after En-
verus bought the company. RSEG initially 
focused on technology in the oil and gas 
industry, while Enverus focuses on energy 
software as a service (SaaS) and data 
analytics. In light of the pandemic, Enverus 
released new analytics software intended 
to support the changes facing the energy 
industry. ESG Analytics (which stands for 
environmental, social and governance ana-
lytics) helps companies track and prioritize 
those areas and potential investments.

The fourth unicorn, Parvus Therapeutics, 
is a Calgary pharmaceutical company that 
has developed a class of drugs to fight auto-
immune disorders. To read more about it, 
turn to page 22.
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The question now, of course, is who will 
be number five? 

The best bet is that the company will also 
be from the technology sector. Calgary has a 
number of local businesses that are finding 
innovative solutions to some of the world’s 
biggest challenges. It may be only a matter 
of time before one of those new talents 
becomes Calgary’s newest tech unicorn.

One of the foundational pieces that can 
pave the way for entrepreneurs with bright 
ideas to be successful is the number of 
incubators and accelerators operating in 
Calgary. These include Platform Calgary, 
Startup Calgary and Creative Destruction 
Lab (CDL)-Rockies. Calgary Economic De-
velopment (CED) also encourages and sup-
ports new tech talent in Calgary through its 

“Live Tech, Love Life” campaign designed 
to attract entrepreneurs.

It’s hard to predict the next unicorn (if 
you can do it you should start an invest-
ment company and maybe that can be the 
next unicorn). There is already tremendous 
growth, change and promise in the sector 
however. With all sectors embracing a shift 
to technology and innovation, there a re 
also opportunities for unicorns to develop 
in traditional industries including agricul-
ture with initiatives like the Olds College 
Smart Farm and aerospace with drone 
testing. Currently, CED is forecasting $20 
billion will be spent in digital transforma-
tion in Albert in the next three years alone.

According to research by Platform Cal-
gary, Zinc Ventures and the A100 (a non-

...WHO 
COULD BE 

NEXT?

B Y  M I C H A E L A  R E A M

profit that aims to help the next generation 
of tech companies thrive) Calgary is now 
home to roughly 300 tech companies, with 
one-to-five employees, and another 390 or 
so with five-to-50 employees. Together with 
CED and other organizations, these groups 
aim to help Calgary reach 3,000 or more 
startups and create 45,000 new tech sector 
jobs for Calgarians by 2031.

Among all those new companies, there is 
certainly plenty of potential. With Calgary’s 
four unicorn powerhouses pushing for-
ward, who will be next to join the billion-
dollar club?
Join us June 16 for an online discussion 
about the hurdles local companies face in 
attracting investment. Find out more at 
AvenueCalgary.com/InnovationEvent
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In the follow-up conversation that CED 
had with Amazon (something they say 
other cities didn’t get), the e-commerce 
giant’s spokespeople said it was skeptical of 
Calgary’s tech talent pipeline and whether 
the city was ready for the imminent tech-
nological transformations headed our way. 
The Amazon people also told CED repre-
sentatives that technology isn’t a “sector” 
anymore, it’s a way of doing business, that 
will impact and disrupt every single indus-
try. It became clear that having the top tech 
workers was the city’s best path forward.

Betting that our people, could punch 
above their weight if they were given the 
right opportunities and training, City 
Council approved CED’s Calgary in the 
New Economy Strategy in June 2018. This 
latest version of the city economic strategy 
outlined four pillars for Calgary’s new econ-
omy: talent, innovation, place and business 
environment, with the goal of positioning 
Calgary as “Canada’s destination for talent.” 
To fulfill that, the city will need to grow new 
talent, attract companies and retain and 
recognize the talent that is here. 

ight now, most cities in North America 
seem to be vying to become some version 
of Silicon Valley. 

That alone was likely reason enough 
for 238 of them, Calgary included, to 
toss their hats into the ring in 2017 to 
become home to Amazon’s second North 
American headquarters. When Calgary 
ultimately lost that bid in early 2018, it 
was a wake-up call, for the city accord-
ing to Calgary Economic Development 
(CED), the organization that led the city’s 
bid-marketing campaign. 

P E O P L E
P O W E R E D

Calgary has set its sights on becoming “Canada’s

destination for talent,” a lofty goal that involves

being ready to innovate across all sectors.
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GROWING TALENT

 T
he flashpoint of losing 
out on the Amazon bid 
helped set off a series of 
events to address the skills 

gap between educated professionals 
— many of whom had been laid-off 
from energy sector jobs — and the 
jobs of the next economy.  

For those who already had a de-
gree, the landscape of formal educa-
tion needed to change from four-year 
degrees, to short, experiential courses, 
micro-credential certificates and 
bootcamps. 

CED’s Edge Up program, a six-
week bootcamp aimed at re-educating 
laid-off energy professionals to work 
in digital technology, received 1,400 
applications for 100 seats in the first 
and second cohorts. After launching 
in September 2020, SAIT’s School 
for Advanced Digital Technology 
introduced a 14-week bootcamp on 
applied machine learning this past 
February through its Digital Trans-
formation (DX) Talent Hub. There 
were 375 applicants for the 50 seats 
available, says Jim Gibson, chief cata-

lyst at the school. The DX bootcamp 
series now includes topics like applied 
virtual reality, blockchain develop-
ment and other subjects. 

The demand for access to tech 
learning opportunities goes be-
yond bootcamps. At Mount Royal 
University, more than a thousand 
students from various disciplines 
have pursued non-credit programs, 
individual courses and mentorship 
opportunities through the Institute 
for Innovation and Entrepreneurship 
since it launched in 2012. Courses 
at the Institute emphasize a “work-
integrated learning” approach, which 
means students spend less time in a 
lecture hall and more time in a co-op 
or internship; or building their own 
businesses. One of the core programs, 
LaunchPad, allows students to pitch 
an idea for the chance to win seed 
funding, coaching, mentorship and 
access to an incubator lab. 

These experiential approaches to 
education produce people with both 
business and technical skills, which is 
what employers are looking for says 

the Institute’s director Ray DePaul. 
“What they learn in that process is 
invaluable and not something you 
can teach in a class,” says DePaul. 
“What we found is the students 
that go through that end up being 
far more resilient. They’re far more 
adaptable, they’re more focused … 
they’re engaging in the community, 
they’re engaging with customers. 
And these are all skills that you need 
in this new economy.”

The drive to develop talent for the 
new economy is affecting students 
before they even get to the post-
secondary level. “The real problem 
of education can only be understood 
when the vision you carry for the 
future is distinctly different from your 
current reality,” says Tom Rudmik, 
founder and CEO of Master’s Acad-
emy and College. At Master’s that 
translates to a focus on what Rudmik 
calls “profound learning,” a four-lay-
ered model where the top two layers 
are “innovation” and “future-ready 
skills” to create “imaginal leaders — 
the seers and creators of the future.” 

Experiential 

approaches to

education 

produce people

with both 

business and

technical skills,

which is what

employers are

looking for.

RAY DEPAUL, DIRECTOR OF THE

INSTITUTE FOR INNOVATION AND

ENTREPRENEURSHIP AT MRU
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where Hassan predicts they’ll want to live. 
However, he warns, newcomers, including 
economic immigrants and high-net-worth 
immigrants looking to invest in tech in Cal-
gary, are currently underutilized because of 
basic issues that slow down their settlement 
processes. 

Having money does not cancel out the 
need for settlement services, Hassan notes. 
“Right now there are only 30 per cent of 
newcomers [in Calgary] seeking services,” 
he says — not because they don’t need 
them, but because they don’t know about 
them. As an example, he shares the story of 
one high-net-worth newcomer, a startup 
investor, who had to use Uber to get to  
investment meetings because no one had 
told him his temporary license would 
expire after three months. 

Last September, Immigrant Services 
Calgary launched the Gateway Project, 
which helps users navigate the immigra-
tion process so they can go to school, work 
and invest in the economy faster. Gateway’s 
digital platform is a single point of entry to 
“onboarding” (a.k.a. settlement) services in 
Alberta that makes it easier for newcomers 
to complete tasks, such as renewing a driv-
er’s license or registering a business. At its 
core, the Gateway Project is a standardized 
needs assessment. It uses self-reported data 
and “skip logic,” a survey feature that gives 
each user questions based on their specific 
answers to previous questions, to pinpoint 
the exact services they need. According to 
Hassan, Gateway is an “innovative and scal-
able way to attract and onboard the majority 
of newcomers that come to Canada,” an 
advantage when considering that attract-
ing and onboarding a higher proportion of 
Canada’s immigrants to Calgary is a poten-
tial boon to the City’s talent economy.

 A
long with developing talent 
and supporting entrepreneurs 
who can create new opportu-
nities, the City knows it also 

needs to attract businesses and additional 
talent. In February of this year, mCloud, a 
Vancouver-based cleantech company listed 
as a top-performer on the TSX Venture 
Exchange in 2020, announced it would 
be moving its head office to Calgary to be 
closer to Alberta’s energy assets. And in 
early March, Infosys announced its inten-
tion to set up shop in Calgary and hire 500 
people here over the next three years. 

Attracting talent isn’t just about compa-
nies moving in, it’s also about homegrown 
companies expanding on home turf, such as 
Calgary-based startup Symend’s expansion 
into a 79,000-square-foot office space in the 
downtown First Tower building. Calgary-
based fin-tech company Helcim recently 
expanded downtown, too.

The City of Calgary’s Opportunity 
Calgary Investment Fund has dispersed 
millions of dollars to local tech startups 
since 2018. In 2020, the fund invested $4 
million into Harvest Builders and $3.25 mil-
lion into AltaML. The fund is also focused 
on addressing tech talent shortages with an 
investment of $8.2 million over five years in 
SAIT’s DX Talent Hub.

Hyder Hassan, CEO of Immigrant Ser-
vices Calgary, says that Calgary’s competi-
tive advantage is that it’s a young, educated 
and diverse city, making it appealing to 
immigrants. In the next three years, it’s 
estimated that 60 per cent of newcomers 
to Canada will be “economic immigrants” 
— highly educated people who can quickly 
become economically established. Calgary, 
a city of over 240 ethnic origins, where 97 
per cent of people can speak English, is 

 C
reating better opportunities for 
a diverse population of talented 
workers and entrepreneurs will 
be key to keeping those talents 

in Calgary. Acts of discrimination as subtle 
as tossing a candidate’s resume aside if you 
can’t pronounce their name, or deciding a 
qualified candidate isn’t the right fit based 
solely on meeting them once in the context 
of a job interview results in large swathes of 
qualified people being ignored. 

Inclusion strategist Elise Ahenkorah of 
inclusion Factor, works with public and pri-
vate organizations to build diverse teams, 
equitable team dynamics and inclusive 
workplaces. Ahenkorah says that biased 

ATTRACTING TALENT

Calgary’s competitive

advantage is that it’s

a young, educated

and diverse city, 

making it appealing

to immigrants.

HYDER HASSAN,

IMMIGRANT SERVICES CALGARY

RETAINING TALENT
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workplace and hiring systems have resulted 
in under-representation of qualified female, 
gender-diverse and Black, Indigenous and 
racialized professionals in the corporate 
C-suite. These same groups also face greater 
challenges when starting and growing a 
business. “Black, Indigenous or women-of-
colour-owned businesses often do not lack 
the talent or ability needed to secure fund-
ing opportunities, they lack access to those 
opportunities,” Ahenkorah says. 

Garth Johnson, CEO of auticon Canada, 
an IT consultancy “leveraging the unique 
abilities of people with autism in tech,” 
agrees that significant talent is being over-
looked by discriminatory hiring. 

Educated people with autism have desir-
able, highly technical skills, Johnson says, 
that are often (but not always) perfectly 
suited to innovation and technology. Yet 
this demographic is consistently over-
looked due to old-fashioned hiring prac-
tices and company cultures. “There are 
so many people on the autism spectrum 
in Canada, tens of thousands who have 
university degrees, who’ve never worked. 
And the reason for that is it’s all about the 
socialization and onboarding structure, 
the interview process,” Johnson says. “I’ve 
heard so many stories about how broken 
that is for all of us, but especially for people 
on the spectrum.”

Diversity, equity and inclusion work 
needs to be addressed throughout the cor-
porate world as well as at post-secondaries. 
According to Gibson, SAIT’s School of 
Advanced Digital Technology empha-
sizes co-creation, which involves having 
students actively contribute to how a course 
is delivered and what is taught. While it’s 
a new and abstract concept for a formal 
institution, Gibson says it’s a way to embed 
diversity of thought, culture, gender and 
other areas into the digital world. 

At MRU, the Bissett School of Busi-
ness is the Alberta home of the Women 
Entrepreneurship Knowledge Hub, a 
consortium of Canadian post-secondaries 
sharing resources to increase the number of 
women entrepreneurs. The Bissett School, 
in collaboration with the Diversity Institute 
at Ryerson University and supported by 
HSBC Bank Canada, also offers the Alberta 
Inclusive Innovation Initiative — no-cost 
workshops on the fundamentals of entrepre-
neurship for diverse groups. 

Networks dedicated to increasing rep-
resentation, such as The51 (an investment 
platform to connect women with capital 
with female-founded tech startups) are also 
helping increase the visibility of women 
and other marginalized groups who are 
entrepreneurs. #Shemeets, an organiza-
tion founded by Ahenkorah supports 
“the success of womxn [sic] of colour and 
Indigenous female makers, artists, entre-
preneurs and innovators through mentor-
ship, workshops, community connections 
and knowledge-sharing.” Since starting 
in Calgary, the organization has grown to 
more than 7,000 members nationwide. For 
her work with #shemeets, L’Oréal Paris 
recognized Ahenkorah in March as part of 
its Women of Worth initiative. 

Boards and leadership of Calgary’s 
entrepreneurial and innovation ecosystems 
also need to better reflect the diverse and 
intersectional audiences they serve, says 
Ahenkorah. “When boards lack diversity 
it poses a significant risk for the organiza-
tion to proactively address or identify their 
increasingly diverse stakeholder needs.”

“Black, Indigenous or 

women-of-colour-owned

businesses often do not

lack the talent or ability

needed to secure

funding opportunities,

they lack access to

those opportunities.”

ELISE AHENKORAH,

INCLUSION FACTOR
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 D
eveloping an innovation 
economy in Alberta has been 
on the table for at least 100 
years, since 1921, when the 

provincial government established the  
research company that became what is 
now called Alberta Innovates. Over the 
last century, this company has evolved into 
an agency that touches every corner of 
innovation through research, investment 
and funding for businesses and startups in 
a variety of areas including data, digital, 
cleantech and production logistics. 

Since early 2017, the agency has been 
led by CEO Laura Kilcrease, a venture 
capitalist recruited from Austin, Texas, 
who was instrumental in diversifying 
Austin’s economy from oil and gas to 
technology. The hope is that Kilcrease 

can do that again here in Alberta. One 
of the many ways that Alberta Innovates 
has supported the province’s innovation 
ecosystem in the last 100 years is through 
the commercialization of technology. As 
Calgary’s population grows and diversifies 
and our downtown landscape changes from 
an energy industry hub to a cluster of tech 
employers, the quantity of commercially 
viable technological inventions produced 
here may be less important than how they 
were developed, and that how will be con-
tingent on harnessing talent. 

The key to securing Calgary’s place as a 
destination for talent is to actually innovate 
how we think about talent — how we think 
about education, how we train, how we ori-
ent people to our city, how we hire and how 
we recognize what talent even is. 

repeat illo here

HARNESSING TALENT
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Peter Tertzakian uses the past to explore and illuminate

the future of the energy sector, providing needed guidance

for everyone from investors to governments and also all

of us affected by the shifts of the local global industry.

THE

alking energy is part of life in this province, 
and no one talks energy quite like Peter 
Tertzakian. Over the course of his four-
decades-and-counting career, the managing 
director of ARC Financial Corp. and founder 
of Energyphile, an online museum and 
content hub designed to facilitate discussion 
about the energy industry from a range of 
entry points, has become a pre-eminent voice 
on energy-related issues. Author of bestsell-
ing books A Thousand Barrels a Second 
(McGraw Hill, 2006) and The End of Energy 
Obesity (John Wiley & Sons, 2009), he’s also a 
prolific columnist, commentator, podcaster 
and public speaker who recently became one 
of 14 experts appointed to the Government 
of Canada’s Net-Zero Advisory Body, an 
independent group that will advise on the 
best pathways to achieving net-zero emis-
sions by the year 2050. From policymakers 
looking to make policies, to investors looking 
to invest billions, they all turn to Tertzakian.
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“I’m constantly trying

to innovate on

how to improve effective

communication of 

complex subjects.”

PETER TERTZAKIAN



–

40 avenue June 21



–

avenuecalgary.com 41

was offered the chance to go into field 
operations, so he left the computer lab 
behind and ventured into the still-wild spaces 
of rural northern Alberta and other parts of 
Canada. “In everybody’s lives, there are 
formative periods, formative events, and that 
was really a very formative event,” he says. 
Formative, because as a kid raised in an 
urban environment, he got to see and 
appreciate the natural beauty of the country. 
Formative, because he got to bear witness to 
the massive scale of the world of energy 
beyond his computer terminal. And 
especially formative, because as a self-de-
scribed introverted person it forced him to 
break out of his shell and interact with the 
people who lived in the small northern towns 
and First Nations communities where he was 
working, providing him invaluable perspec-
tive into the human impact of the industry. 
He describes those years out in the field as 
“some of the best years of my life.”

In the mid-1980s, Tertzakian left to  
pursue graduate studies in economics at the 
University of Southampton in the U.K. He 
returned to Calgary and was re-hired by 
Chevron, where he finished out the decade. 
But with the economy in the doldrums at the 
beginning of the 1990s, Tertzakian decided to 
further his education with an MBA at MIT. 

He completed the program in 1994 and with 
a young family by that point, he and his wife 
decided to put down roots in Calgary. “I just 
have a tremendous fondness for it,” he says. 
“When I get off the plane here, I just feel 
privileged. There’s no better place, I think, 
and those feelings have hardened over time.”

So began the next phase of his career as an 
energy economist and financial analyst, a 
trajectory that would eventually lead him to 
his current roles with ARC Financial and 
ARC Energy Research Institute. 

Tertzakian began to consider writing a 
book around the turn of the millennium — 
something that even today he finds ironic, 
since as a techy type he never had much 
interest in creative writing and only passed 
first-year university English by the skin of his 
teeth. Even so, he was by then developing a 
reputation for prescience in anticipating 
industry trends, and for being a compelling 
presenter. A book seemed the next logical 
career step.

His original idea was provincial in scope, 
but a mentor suggested he set his sights 
higher and pitch in the publishing big leagues 
of New York. His first book, A Thousand 
Barrels a Second: The Coming Oil Break Point 
and the Challenges Facing an Energy 
Dependent World, looked at the world’s “oil 
addiction” while envisioning a new direction 
for the industry on a global scale. 

He followed that with The End of Energy 
Obesity: Breaking Today’s Energy Addiction 
for a Prosperous and Secure Tomorrow, a 
book that examines our worldwide energy 
circumstance as it relates to population 
growth, economic growth and an increase in 
living standards.

The idea for Energyphile, which launched 
officially in February 2020, originated out of 
Tertzakian’s misgivings around writing a third 
book. He had been struck by an offhand 
comment from the publisher of his second 
book, who told him to make sure his first and 
last chapters were good, because no one reads 
the stuff in the middle. “So then I started 
thinking we need to reinvent the whole way 
people digest information,” he says. 

I’m absolutely fixated on 
how to differentiate myself. 
How to be different from all 
the other people running 
spreadsheets    .       

It’s not just what he has to say, it’s how he 
says it. Tertzakian’s treatment of the big, 
important and possibly life-altering topics 
characteristically draws inspiration from 
antiquities. An ardent collector of energy-
industry ephemera such as antique lightbulbs 
and old photos of drilling rigs, he is innately 
fascinated with how people lived in the past 
and how that relates to the way we live in the 
present and the way we will live in the future. 
Using this approach, his presentations are 
compelling and enlightening in a way that 
data and spreadsheets can never be. “I’m 
constantly trying to innovate on how to 
improve effective communication of complex 
subjects,” says Tertzakian.

Part of his success in understanding and 
communicating the complexity of the energy 
industry can be traced back to the earliest 
years of his career. Born at the dawn of the 
1960s in Saskatoon and raised from a young 
age in Edmonton, Tertzakian studied 
geophysics at the University of Alberta and, 
following graduation, migrated to Calgary to 
work for Chevron. He was (and still is) a 
self-described “very technical, geeky kind of 
person,” who was put to work developing 
software in the age of mainframe computers 
with big green screens.

About a year into that first job, Tertzakian 

PETER TERTZAKIAN
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He hasn’t given up on books entirely: 
Energyphile has a publishing arm that last 
year released The Investor Visit and Other 
Stories: Disruption, Denial and Transition in 
the Energy Business, a collection of short-
form essays by Tertzakian about the energy 
industry and its future. (The title story uses 
an archival photo circa 1915 of a drilling rig 
near Waterton Lakes National Park as a 
jumping-off point for a thoughtful take on 
concerns an energy investor might have had 
back then and how that relates to concerns 
energy investors might have in the present.)

Stories from The Investor Visit are often 
used as reading material for Energyphile’s 
virtual book club events, which are open to 
anyone. Energyphile is also collaborating 
with Heritage Park to develop interpretive 
content for touchscreen kiosks in the Park’s 
new Innovation Crossing Centre. The content 
will be displayed on proprietary software 
Tertzakian developed here in Calgary and is 
allowing Heritage Park to use for free.

“It’s exciting for me to see the Energyphile 
vision in action and playing out exactly as 
Peter envisioned,” says Lori Burwash, a writer 
and editor Tertzakian first hired four years 
ago to help get Energyphile up and running, 
and who is now president of Energyphile 
Media Inc. “He’s just always thinking broadly 
and far-reaching. In a way he’s kind of a 
Renaissance man. He’s not your average 
energy economist. He grew up this man of 
math and science and a geophysicist, but he’s 
also got this creative soul to him, so it’s the 
writing, the photography ... he does video 
editing. He really immerses himself.”

Having celebrated his 60th birthday 
earlier this year, Tertzakian is at an age when 
most people are looking toward retirement, 
but he’s not quite in that headspace. “I’m in 
the fortunate position that I could retire, but 
retirement to me isn’t hitting the golf course 
every day,” he says. “I’m a learner. I’m in my 
happy place when I’m creating new ideas and 
engaging in conversations that are stimulat-
ing and trying to make the world a better 

place. So, if I can spend all the rest of my life 
doing that stuff, as well as finding opportuni-
ties to get out and enjoy the outdoors — 
that’s retirement.” 

If there is anything about retirement that 
he does find appealing, it would be getting a 
reprieve from his career-long fixation on how 
to separate himself from the pack. “Paranoia 
is a strong word, but I’m absolutely fixated on 
how to differentiate myself. How to be 
different from all the other people that are 
running spreadsheets, how to be different 
from all the other people that are using a 
certain medium,” he says. As media changes, 
he admits he’s finding that harder and harder 
to do. “In my business, you’re only as good as 
your last idea. So I have that constant racking 
my brain for how can I do something 
different. That takes up a lot of energy; it’s 
exhausting,” he says.

Like anyone with a public profile, 
Tertzakian admits to suffering the odd bout 
of impostor syndrome, wondering if anyone 
even cares what he has to say. But the truth is 
that people most certainly do. “Everybody 
wants to hear Peter,” says his long-time friend 
Deborah Yedlin, the former Globe and Mail 
and Calgary Herald business columnist and 
current University of Calgary chancellor. 
“He’s got so much credibility. He pulls all the 
threads together in a way that’s compelling 
and credible because it’s lacking hyperbole.” 

Yedlin notes that Tertzakian’s credibility 
may have almost as much to do with how he 
listens as to how he speaks. “I’ve watched him 
in many different situations, especially when 
he’s in public, and how he graciously answers 
every question. He takes the time to talk to 
everybody after he makes a presentation and 
never judges other people’s perspectives, 
regardless of where they may be coming 
from.” She compares the lineups after 
Tertzakian’s presentations to a wedding 
receiving line of people eager to hear from 
him directly. “In Yiddish, a good soul, a good 
human is called a mensch. Peter is a mensch 
in so many ways: generosity of spirit, endless 
curiosity and a good sense of humour.”

It’s those human qualities that have been, 
and continue to be key to Tertzakian’s ability 
to captivate an audience, and it’s something 
he’ll need to draw on as part of the Net-Zero 
Advisory Body. Though he believes strongly 
in the need to evolve the energy industry, he 
brings to the table invaluable insight into the 
deep roots the industry has in his home 
province and why people are resistant to 
change. “I’ve presented to big corporate 
CEOs in Tokyo, in the most incredible office 
spaces from New York to London. I feel 
privileged that I’ve been able to do that and 
also been able to have conversations in the 
middle of nowhere across Canada. That 
diversity, for me, has been really important.”

“At the end of the day,” he says, “you’re just 
laying the groundwork to have a conversation 
with people.”

“He pulls all the threads

together in a way that’s

compelling and credible 

because it’s lacking 

hyperbole.” 

DEBORAH YEDLIN
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How The Inn on Officers’ Garden uses high-tech screening and
novel cleaning methods to keep guests and staff safe.

T H E  I N N O V A T I O N
O F  H O S P I T A L I T Y

he Inn on Officers’ Garden is a new boutique hotel, 
dining establishment and event venue in historic 
Currie Barracks, where the unique hospitality ex-
perience encompasses an equally unique screening 
program and innovative cleaning methods. 

The Statesman Group of Companies, owner-op-
erator of The Inn on Officers’ Garden, acquired the 
property from Canada Lands Company, a Crown 
corporation that manages federal real estate and has 

overseen projects such as the redevelopment of the 
CN Tower. At the time, the late Mark McCullough 
was serving as general manager of Canada Lands. 
McCullough is lauded as a visionary urban planner 
and was responsible for the distinctive and walkable 
layouts of Currie Barracks and the nearby com-
munities of Garrison Green and Garrison Woods. 
Statesman has paid tribute to McCullough by nam-
ing The Inn’s conservatory space after him.
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Robert Mah, The Inn on Officers’ Garden 
construction manager, describes McCullough as a 
“great visionary for this area of Calgary,” who was 
instrumental in keeping a lot of the original aspects 
of Currie Barracks intact. “We felt that it was really 
important to honour him and memorialize the fact 
that this building, and lots of others in the area, are 
here today because of his vision.”

What is now The Inn on Officers’ Garden was 
formerly the Officers’ Mess Hall, a military building 
constructed circa 1936. Renovating the space to 
modern standards was no small feat. 

“This is a fully concrete and steel building. It was 
like a bunker, really,” says Mah. “We had to redo the 
entire HVAC, boiler system and electrical. Find-
ing routes through concrete or around structural 
elements, we had to get creative in terms of making 
them either disappear through design or come up 
with different solutions than would be typical.”

As if that wasn’t challenging enough, Mah 
explains that each bit of construction required four 
levels of approval. Because of the site’s various his-
torical designations, the Province, the City, Canada 
Lands and top brass at Statesman all needed to sign 
off on every detail. 

But this “labour of love,” as Mah describes it, was 
worth it in the end. With just 13 suites (12 standard 
suites plus the QE II Royal Suite), the hotel por-
tion of the property is about as boutique as it gets. 
It’s largely targeted at wedding parties seeking a 
one-stop-hospitality-shop, though guests have also 
included visiting family members of neighbourhood 
residents, as well as those who need a home-away-
from-home during renovations. Anyone looking for 
a super-special stay should know about the QE II 
Royal Suite, so named because then-Princess Eliza-
beth and the late Duke of Edinburgh spent the night 
there back in 1951. The room has been preserved 
as much as was feasible    (“there’s quaint and then 
there’s antiquated,” quips operations manager Ron 
Jacobson) and it features a generous ensuite and 
sitting room area. 

Dining spaces at The Inn include Officers Pub, 
the largest dining space on site; Vino Chat, a private 
dining room for up to 24; and adjoining lounges The 
Living Room and The Snake Pit, which has billiard 
tables. Flanders Fine Foods provides grab-and-go 
service and can also do buffet service — if and when 

HOUSE-MADE CUPCAKES

MARK MCCULLOUGH  
MEMORIAL CONSERVATORY

VINO CHAT PRIVATE DINING ROOM

ALL THE INN’S FIREPLACES ARE 
ORIGINAL TO THE BUILDING

DINING
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this style of dining is permitted under COVID-
related restrictions. There’s also the aforementioned 
Mark McCullough Memorial Conservatory, which 
extends out to a patio. Each concept serves as much 
local product as possible, with offerings ranging 
from pizza and hand-held items to steak frites and 
lamb-shank entrees. The focus on local is about sup-
porting the community, Jacobson says. “If we don’t 
look after each other, nobody else will.”

It’s easy to picture celebrating a birthday in 
Vino Chat or hosting a bachelor(ette) party in The 
Living Room and The Snake Pit. But, if you can 
experience only one dining concept at The Inn, 
might we suggest brunch or high tea in the airy 
glass atrium of the conservatory? The unique space 
also features a quaint ice cream stand and opens 
onto the Officers’ Garden, which can accommodate 
outdoor events. 

Despite COVID-related restrictions and lock-
downs, The Inn has successfully hosted a variety 
of events since it opened. Between September and 
December 2020, there was a wedding, Oktoberfest 
celebration, community Halloween party and an art-
ist market. At the time this story was written, States-
man confirmed that The Inn had not been identified 
as the site of a single coronavirus transmission. 

This success rate is likely due to its novel screen-
ing and cleaning methods. Upon entering, guests 
are greeted by what Statesman calls “Dr. Wellness.” 
The electronic screening system uses a camera to 
determine whether you are wearing a mask, does a 
digital temperature check and asks a series of screen-
ing questions. If you pass inspection, Dr. Wellness 
emits a positive sound to notify staff that you have 
been cleared to enter and can proceed to sign in for 
contact tracing. Failure to pass inspection leads to an 
error sound and denial of entry. (All data collected 
by Dr. Wellness lives on a privately owned server 
and can only be accessed by Alberta Health Services 
should contact tracing be required.)

To develop Dr. Wellness, Statesman worked with 
Port Coquitlam-based Real Time Networks, a tech 
company focused on security. Based on Statesman’s 
needs, which are dictated mostly by policies of 
Alberta Health Services and Ontario Health, Real 
Time custom-built the Dr. Wellness product based 
on an existing piece of tech in its arsenal. Cur-
rently, Dr. Wellness is installed at The Inn as well as 

Anyone looking for a super-special stay should
know about the QE II Royal Suite, so named

because then-Princess Elizabeth and the Duke of
Edinburgh spent the night there back in 1951.

QE I I  ROYAL SUITE THE LIVING ROOM

THE BOUTIQUE HOTEL INCLUDES 13 SUITES
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at The Manor Village Life Centers, 
Statesman-owned supportive senior 
living homes.

Along with its novel guest-
screening program, The Inn uses 
novel cleaning practices such as 
UV-C cleaning wands and towers. 
These devices use a special kind 
of ultraviolet light that has been 
known to kill viruses and bacteria. 
While there is no definitive proof 
that UV-C cleaning kills COVID-19, 
the National Academies of Sci-
ence, Engineering, and Medicine 
(the collective scientific national 
academy of the United States) has 
publicly stated that it is effective in 
this capacity. The Inn is also using 
hydrostatic sprayers, which disperse 
cleaning products in a high-velocity 
mist that clings to round or unusually 
shaped objects, such as doorknobs. In 
addition to these innovative clean-
ing processes, Inn staff do numerous 
standard cleans with hospital-grade 
disinfectant throughout each day. 

U-Pick Aquaponics 
Produce at Granary 
Road 

Granary Road, an agri-
park and market just south of the city, has 
opened what is described as “Alberta’s first 
on-site U-pick aquaponics facility.” Aqua-
ponics is a farming method that integrates 
a culture of fish, plants and beneficial mi-
croorganisms in a soilless environment. It is 
most commonly used to grow edible greens 
and other plants indoors. Granary Road’s 
aquaponics operation is a collaboration with 
Lethbridge College and allows customers to 
handpick aquaponic-farmed produce such 
as tomatoes, basil and microgreens.
granaryroad.com

Attabotics and FoodX 
Technologies Partner 
on Grocery Delivery

The demand for grocery 
delivery service has skyrocketed since March 
2020, for obvious reasons. Cue Attabotics 
and FoodX Technologies, two tech companies 
aiming to improve this model of service. 
Headquartered in B.C., FoodX develops soft-
ware for grocery delivery. Headquartered here 
in Calgary, Attabotics is a 3D robotics supply 
chain company that creates robots capable 
of fulfilling warehouse orders. Together, they 
are finding efficiencies in grocery delivery 
that will ulitmately save money, space and 
delivery time.
attabotics.com

Lovingly Made 
Ingredients Opens 
Plant in Calgary

Plant-based eating has 
been one of the most lucrative food trends 
of the last few years and shows no sign of 
slowing down. Given Alberta’s agricultural 
capacity, it seems natural that companies in 
this space would set up shop here. This past 
February, Lovingly Made Ingredients, one of 
the biggest plant-based food producers in 
the U.K., opened a manufacturing plant on 
Barlow Trail. Using Calgary’s AGT Foods and 
Saskatoon’s Parrheim Foods as suppliers, 
the plant processes yellow peas to extract 
proteins for use in a variety of products. 
lovinglymadeingredients.com

New Multifunctional 
Restaurant Software 
by QResponse

QResponse helps restau-
rants manage a variety of functions through a 
QR-code system. This new company’s software 
lets users make transactions, manage waiting 
lists, create online menus, organize reserva-
tions, streamline pickup and delivery and 
contract trace. Founded by Griffin Smith and 
Jacky Tai, QResponse offers both free features 
and paid functionality. QResponse uses 
Helcim, a local fintech company for transaction 
payments. Helcim itself is a local tech com-
pany, founded by Nicolas Beique, a member of 
Avenue’s Top 40 Under 40 Class of 2019.
qresponse.ca

While it might seem that such a 
rigorous cleaning regimen would cre-
ate a clinical-feeling environment, The 
Inn maintains its sense of warmth and 
historic charm.

Between December 2020 and 
February 2021, when restaurants and 
bars were mandated to close, The Inn 
pivoted to curbside pickup and de-
livery. While that’s something nearly 
every restaurant in Calgary did, The 
Inn skirted the prohibitive surcharges 
of third-party delivery apps and 
launched its own web store for orders. 
Because of this, the facility was able 
to keep staff on to execute deliveries, 
with staff members receiving a Dr. 
Wellness inspection upon every entry, 
including following deliveries.

And so it seems the team behind 
The Inn has gone above and beyond 
to ensure success through innovative 
practices and a community-minded 
focus. It’s a safe bet that McCullough 
would be proud to see these fruits of 
his legacy.

F O O D  F O R WA R D

Four more noteworthy innovations in local food service and production.

THE DR. WELLNESS 
SCREENING SYSTEM
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