
C
anada, unlike its big, brash neighbour to the
south, is known for its modesty. So this
spring, when the provincial government 
of Ontario announced plans to pour 
Can$1 billion (US$717 million) over the 

next ten years into a new cancer research institute,
Canadian scientists and citizens alike took notice.

Calvin Stiller called the scale of the investment —
Can$100 for every person in the province — so
audacious as to be “un-Canadian”. Not that Stiller 
is complaining. A physician who co-founded the
healthcare corporation Diversicare and who has served
on the executive committee of the Medical Research
Council of Canada, Stiller says that the investment will
invigorate the province. “Ontario is doing a very large

social-scientific economic experiment that I think 
will be seen ten years down the road as having been
transformational,” he says.

That transformation will come not just from the
cancer centre, but from a series of investments that the
province began making just a few years ago. These
include funds for research infrastructure, for recruiting
and retaining scientific talent and for commercialization.
The investments aim to turn the province into a world-
class life-science region that will not only provide jobs
for Canadian scientists but also make Ontario a more
attractive destination for those from abroad.

About 100 new posts for senior scientists are
expected, around half of which will be in the new
cancer institute (surgeons, clinical investigators and
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The Ontario government’s massive
investments in R&D back a wide variety 
of projects ranging from genomics and
geophysics to the social sciences.

The Ontario Innovation Trust, for
example, provides peer-reviewed funds 
to improve infrastructure in universities,
colleges and hospitals. In its latest annual
report, it lists 294 projects involving
contributions from more than 300 industry
partners to 31 March 2001. The funds are
divided between health sciences (55.21%),
natural sciences and engineering (37.47%),

multidisciplinary projects (6.70%),
humanities and social sciences (0.57%),
and arts and letters (0.05%).

The Ontario Research and
Development Challenge Fund, designed 
to help attract and keep scientists in the
province, provided Can$435 million
(US$312 million) over four years and
leveraged more than Can$1.1 billion
through private- and public-sector
partnerships. Projects included the
creation of new diagnostic and treatment
tools for breast-cancer patients; two-way

fibre-optic connections for real-time data
exchange; computational research using
superconducting clusters; design of
earthquake warning systems; and support
for quantum-computing research.

The fund’s criteria are how a project
will enhance the province’s capacity for
research excellence; the performance and
productivity of the institution and its
leaders, researchers, students and business
partners; and the potential jobs and
economic growth that will result from the
increased R&D activity. D.S.

Lots of trust

Investing to compete
Ontario

Aiming high: Ontario is
ploughing money into its
science and technology
base, funding a wide range
of projects including the
intelligent transportation
system (above) in Toronto.



epidemiologists, among others). An as-yet-unknown
number of investigators from other countries will 
also take part. A centre to bring together research,
technology and commercialization — already started
in downtown Toronto — will eventually create an
estimated 6,000 full-time positions.

These investments began, oddly enough, with a
strategy to privatize the province’s hydroelectric
regime. That led to public and private decisions to
diversify the economy and bolster it by investing in 
the science and technology infrastructure, providing
educational opportunities and creating an innovation
culture.

The first manifestation of this philosophy is the
Ontario Innovation Trust, which
was set up in 1999 with a fund of
Can$250 million. The funding has
since been expanded to more than
Can$1 billion to help the province’s
universities, hospitals, colleges and
research institutes enhance their
research and technology-
development infrastructure. One of
its awards, for example, helped Janet
Rossant, head of development and
fetal health at the Samuel Lunenfeld
Research Institute, to set up a
transgenic-mouse facility there and
at the University of Toronto. The
Ontario Innovation Trust’s funds
are matched by federal funds from
the Canada Foundation for
Innovation, and it operates at 
arm’s length from the Ontario
government.

A second instrument, the
Ontario Research and Development Challenge Fund
(of which Stiller is the chair), was then set up to help
keep the best and brightest scientists, researchers and
technicians in the province and to attract top
researchers from elsewhere. Its Can$750-million
budget deals with what Ken Knox, formerly a deputy
minister in the government and now president of the
Innovation Institute of Ontario, calls “transforming
research” such as robotics.

“We’ve got a significant platform in genomic
research, stem-cell research and imaging,” Knox says.
The fund makes it possible for, say, an institution that
has a core competency in imaging but is not strong
enough to compete globally, to attract two more
principal investigators and their technicians.

GROWTH INDUSTRY

Last year, Mick Bhatia’s work with stem cells at the
Robarts Research Institute in London, Ontario,
received a Can$5-million grant from the fund. “We
wanted to test the physiological ability of stem cells to
repair tissue,” he says. “The approach we’re taking is
very pragmatic and very direct: simply to ask ‘can these
cells be placed to functionally replace damaged tissue?’
Until now, that question has not been asked directly.
Now we hope we can train individuals that are 
like-minded to think about that specific question.”

To help institutions bring in young scientists, a
Premier’s Research Excellence Awards Program was
established in 1998, with a pot of Can$75 million. It

provides young scientists with Can$100,000 to hire
technicians, allowing them to complete their work
faster — something that potential contenders said
would encourage them to stay in Ontario. Finally, the
province set up an annual Platinum Award of Can$1
million to each of its two “most outstanding scientists”
in whatever field. Last year, just one was awarded: to
Tony Pawson, scientific director of the Samuel
Lunenfeld Research Institute in Toronto.

To promote commercialization of research, the
government has now begun construction of an area
called MaRS: the discovery district for Medical and
Related Sciences. “We said we’ve got all this money
going into research and we’re not getting

commercialization results,” says
Knox. “It’s because scientists want
to be able to walk between their
lecture theatre, their laboratory and
their place of business, as they can
do in Boston. The future is the
convergence of all the sciences.”

MaRS will be located next door
to the University of Toronto, one 
of the largest universities in North
America, and within walking
distance of Ryerson University,
seven internationally renowned
hospitals, and more than 30
research institutes and centres in
downtown Toronto. It will include
all of the components necessary for
commercialization — industrial
firms, venture capital, accountants,
lawyers and government funding
offices — all under a single roof.

The idea is to provide all the
services necessary to assist start-up companies through
the stages of commercialization. Construction for the
first three buildings, which will total about 60,000
square metres, started in October 2002. Phase one 
is expected to cost about Can$165 million and the
second phase about Can$180 million, with tenants
occupying the buildings in the fourth quarter of 2004.

Total commitments of Can$65 million have been
received from federal and provincial governments, the
city of Toronto, and private individuals and companies.
Stiller calls these efforts a way to compete with the two
‘benchmarks’ of Massachusetts and California.

“The Ontario Cancer Research Institute is even 
a further leap,” Stiller adds, referring to another 
new venture. Initial reaction to the cancer-institute
announcement has been positive. Mark Lievonen,
president and chief executive of Aventis Pasteur,
Toronto, says: “We’re very dependent upon the 
R&D skills that we can bring and the medical/
clinical structure that’s available, and something like
this is very exciting.” He believes that private-sector
jobs will result from a partnership with the new
provincial centre.

Pawson says that the new cancer centre will bring
Ontario to “a new level”, in terms of integrating basic
research with clinical practice. And long-term research
investment may become a Canadian characteristic
worth making some noise about. ■

David Spurgeon is a freelance science writer based near Montreal. 

➧ www.oit.on.ca
➧ www.ontariochallengefund.com
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Ontario’s premier, Ernie Eves, discusses the
province’s technology investments at the 
University of Toronto.


