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From: Peter Josty <p.josty@thecis.ca>  
Sent: Monday, November 12, 2018 10:44 AM 
To: Engages-Mobilisation (WD/DEO) <wd.engages-mobilisation.deo@canada.ca  

Cc: Peter Josty <p.josty@shaw.ca> 
Subject: Western Canadian Growth Strategy  

 

Hi Martin. Attached the THECIS submission for this. Please feel free to post this on the 
web site including our name. 

 

Thanks 

 

Peter 

 

Peter Josty, PhD, MBA       
Executive Director,  
The Centre for Innovation Studies (THECIS), 
#125, Alastair Ross Technology Centre,  3553  31st Street NW 
Calgary, AB T2L 2K7  
Phone: (403) 249-0191    E-mail: p.josty@thecis.ca  
Web site:    www.thecis.ca 
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Submission to the Western Canadian Growth Strategy 

Preamble. 

Just a few thoughts to provide some broader perspective on our responses: 

• The problem in western Canada is not so much a failure to innovate and to be 
entrepreneurial, but rather that we are unable to extract, capture and sustain 
economic value from our ingenuity. Much of our current efforts aim to support 
startups and small business that have the potential to grow, but the evidence is very 
scant than that that happens to a significant extent. Strategies aimed at identifying 
and leveraging industries in which we already have  competitive advantages would 
be  a much more effective strategy. 

• Governments have played a pivotal role in establishing some of our current major 
industries (e.g. oil sands, the ethane based chemical industry) often by investing 
patiently for years before results were apparent. 

• Remind ourselves of some basics: 
o Jurisdictions compete for investment, companies and skilled people 
o It often takes 15 to 20 years to diversify an economy 
o Need to focus/support sectors where we have or could have a jurisdictional 

advantage.   
o  The Alberta economy has undergone a number of renewals. Ranging from 

homesteading, to chemicals, to oil sands, specialty crops, forestry (pulp and 
paper), oil sands have all been facilitated by public policy and interventions in 
the economy 

o As we seek jurisdictional advantage we need to realize that successful 
jurisdictions globally are only known for 1 to 3 sectors where they are global 
leaders.   

o Western Canada has a population of 11 million, of a global population of 7.2 
billion, so less than 0.2 % of the total. We are a very small fish in a very large 
pond, so we cannot be all things to all people. 

• One critical aspect we keep ignoring is “water”.  This can make or break this 
economy through too much or too little.  We need to have strategies for mitigation 
and supporting ongoing development    

• The issues and challenges related to the growth of the 3rd/4th industrial revolution 
need to be anticipated.  We can’t ignore this.  Either we participate or get buried by 
it.  This is more than innovation.  There are major ethical and public policy issues 
that need to be considered. 

o Automation.  Large companies will grow with fewer employees  
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o Displaced workers 
o Privacy  
o Skills training.  We don’t know what new jobs will exist in the future.  May 

need a rethink of education. 
o The companies that are driving the 3rd/4th industrial revolution are 

characterized by low direct employment (out source), low capital needs 
(sharing economy and major manufacturing facilities), zero margin products 
(the cost of the second product is next to zero (apps, music) etc.  These firms 
are usually not attractive to traditional financing.     

• Most exports currently go to the US. The majority of future increases in exports 
should go to countries other than the US, and have a higher fraction of value added 
products. 

• One of the sectors we should focus on is agri/food.  We are one of only a few 
jurisdictions globally that can produce food in excess of its local demand.  If we want 
to exploit to this we will need publicly sponsored and targeted R & D. This sector is a 
cluster and heavily supported by the public.  It is currently too fragmented 

Q1. What does a stronger western Canadian economy look like 10 years from now? 

The only proven route to a stronger economy in the long term is through innovation. 
(See Peter Nicholson article in IRPP Insight, October 2018.) So the profile of a stronger 
western Canadian economy in 10 (or 20) years would be one characterized by more 
innovation. One of the main drivers of innovation is competition, as monopolies and 
oligopolies have no incentive to innovate, so a stronger western Canadian economy 
would be a more competitive one.  

Some outcomes we would hope to see in western Canada are: 

• Significantly lower cost and GHG emissions for oil and gas production; 
• More exports; particularly to countries other than the US and with a higher 

proportion of value added products and services as opposed to undifferentiated 
commodities. 

• A more productive healthcare sector; 
• A less cyclical economy, due to lower dependence on undifferentiated 

commodities where we are price takers. 
• A more diversified agricultural sector with more value added products. 
• More company headquarters based in western Canada. 
• A new crop of successful young companies rooted in western Canada and selling 

globally. 
• The gap in socio-economic metrics between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

people is reduced. 

Q2. What is the best way to spur growth in western Canada? 
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Our suggestions what to do: 

Action Rationale 
Recognize that long term economic growth 
is driven by innovation, and apply that 
principle across all programs.   

An excellent summary of this argument is 
in Peter Nicholson’s recent article at IRPP, 
referenced above. 

Decide what kind of growth is needed There are many possible outcomes. For 
example, do we want a stronger small 
business sector (which would create jobs 
but does not do a great deal for GDP, 
wealth creation and taxes) or a stronger 
large business sector (which would create 
more GDP and taxes, but not so many 
jobs? Do we want growth that increase 
income inequality or that decreases 
income inequality? Do we want growth that 
increases or decreases GHG?  

Maintain a stable business environment.  Constant changes take resources away 
from managing the business well. 

Adopt a policy of nurturing the soil rather 
than the plants.  

This means supporting organizations that 
help entrepreneurs and small businesses, 
(such as IRAP, Alberta Women 
Entrepreneurs, Futurpreneur, TEC 
Edmonton and Calgary Technologies and 
others with a strong track record) rather 
than supporting individual entrepreneurs or 
companies directly. 

Address the issue of a lack of skills to 
support current and future needs. 

We have interviewed numerous 
companies who have great difficulty hiring 
staff with the skills they need.  

Develop procurement policies to allow 
government entities to purchase new 
products from small local companies. 

Many companies have told us they had to 
sell products in the US market before they 
could convince western Canadian 
government agencies to buy from them. 

Segment the market. Recognize that the four western provinces 
are different and while some approaches 
apply everywhere some are province or 
sector specific. 

Improve regulation of business. Companies we have interviewed tell us 
bad regulation has two effects. First, it 
impacts business operations by 
requirements for more paperwork, etc. 
Second, it causes delays in approval of 
major new projects (such as pipelines) that 
deny businesses the chance to work on 
them, which directly affects economic 
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growth. One CEO told us “Canada is a 
place where everything is on hold.” 

Consider a specialized support team to 
assist medium sized firms (with 100-499 
employees). 

Our research shows that there are no 
support programs targeted at these 
enterprises today and they are an 
important part of the economy. 

Increase immigration of skilled people. Immigrants (particularly skilled immigrants) 
contribute to the workforce and create 
demand for goods and services.  How 
about considering an approach that 
automatically provides permanent 
residency to foreign PhD students as they 
graduate? 

Develop better data on the western 
Canadian economy and its innovation 
performance relevant to policy needs. 

This would monitor progress and build 
support among the public and elected 
officials, and identify areas of strength and 
weakness. Consider developing a Western 
Canadian scorecard that could be 
modeled on the Alberta Innovation 
Scorecard that THECIS developed in 
2005. 

 

Our suggestions what not to do: 

Action Rationale 
Don’t make  a big effort to encourage 
venture capital in Alberta 

Strategies aimed primarily at attracting or 
creating VC are not productive strategies. 
Venture capital applies to a very small 
segment of the economy (mostly 
bioscience and IT) and VC supported 
companies are at high risk of moving out 
of the country when the VC exits. 

Don’t make a big effort on clusters.  The research shows that clusters develop 
organically and government actions are 
not effective in making them grow faster. 

Don’t create any new organizations. The ecosystem in Western Canada is 
already very fragmented.  

Don’t encourage more startups. GEM data shows that western Canada 
already has one of the highest rates of 
entrepreneurship in the world.  

Don’t over focus on R&D R&D is important, but much of the 
resource sector innovates in ways that 
don’t show up in R&D statistics. However 
targeted R&D aimed at specific industries 
can be very effective (e.g. oil sands 
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history). 
 

Q3. What will help the Indigenous economy to grow? 

• More resources for better education for First Nations, Métis and Inuit people, 
including education on entrepreneurship.  

• Similar to the suggestion in Q2., adopt a policy of nurturing the soil rather than the 
plants. This means supporting existing organizations that support Indigenous 
entrepreneurship such as (in Alberta)  Business Link, Indian Business Corporation, 
CCAB (Canadian Council for Aboriginal Business), Apeetogusan, Rupertsland 
Institute, Alberta Indian Investment Corporation, AKSIS (Aboriginal Chamber of 
Commerce), and others with a strong track record. 

Q4. How can we improve economic participation in the west of underrepresented 
groups, youth and new immigrants? 

Similar to the suggestion in Q2., adopt a policy of nurturing the soil rather than the 
plants. This means supporting the existing organizations that assist these groups, such 
as Futurpreneur, Alberta Women Entrepreneurs, etc. 

Q5. How can governments, industry and western Canadians work together to grow the 
regional economy? 

One approach would be to organize periodic meetings of key influencers, that could be 
modeled on the Banff Innovation Summits that THECIS organized in 2006 and 2008. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


