
TECHNOLOGY POLICY BRIEFING:  SUSTAINABILITY

Canada is fortunate to have 
extensive natural resources 

which underpin our economy. 
Whether it be energy, agriculture or 
forestry, we owe it to ourselves to 
maximize the value of these natural 
resources by increasing their utiliza-
tion as well as efficiency of produc-
tion. In an increasingly competitive 
world, with economies that have 
lower wage and cost bases than our 
economy, clean technologies can 
provide Canada with a competitive 
edge in the global marketplace.  

These emerging clean tech-
nologies also offer an opportunity 
to transform some of Canada’s 

traditional sectors through the cre-
ation of new products and services. 
An example is the conversion of 
waste (a cost stream), into energy (a 
revenue stream) in the processing 
of municipal waste. For agricultural 
communities, the ability to take non-
food, waste materials and convert 
them through a number of advanced 
pathways into new chemicals, 
animal feed and natural fertilizers 
creates a much needed new revenue 
stream. Parallels exist in the forestry 
sector, where turning waste into a 
new co-product moves the industry 
up the value chain, preserving exist-
ing jobs and creating new ones.

There is tremendous oppor-
tunity in what we label as the 
bio-based economic sector. How 
do we achieve this transformation 
to a green economy? Through the 
adoption of clean technologies. 
These technologies require manu-
facturing, and production plants 

are large scale infrastructure plays 
which put Canadians to work. 
Investment in the development, 
demonstration and commercial-
ization of such technologies will 
deliver structural changes to our 
economy, securing high-quality, 
high-paying employment and 
profits for Canadian businesses.

In the last few years, the demand 
for clean technologies has acceler-
ated exponentially, driven primarily 
by the emerging economies. As an 
export oriented nation, we need to 
be a maker of new products and 
services to sell into this demand. 
The good news is that Canada has 
demonstrated leadership in the cre-
ation of clean technologies through 
the Government of Canada’s sup-
port for Sustainable Development 
Technology Canada (SDTC), which 
helps commercialize innovative 
Canadian clean-tech solutions.  

SDTC has been the lead pro-
vider of funding and support for the 
development and demonstration 
of innovative Canadian clean tech-
nology solutions. Just last month, 
SDTC made its 15th round of invest-
ments, providing another 16 Cana-
dian companies with $58-million in 
financing. But that’s not the story. 
The real story is what that $58-mil-

lion will enable and the short 
answer is: smart jobs, greenhouse 
gas reductions, and export opportu-
nities for Canadian companies. 

SDTC’s investments in clean-
tech are clearly an economic 
driver. As an investment category, 
clean-tech represented only five 
per cent of venture capital invest-
ments in Canada in the early 2000s. 
Today, clean-tech is the second 
largest investment category in Can-
ada, standing at 26 per cent. The 
number of emerging clean-tech 
opportunities is impressive and 
momentum continues to build.

On behalf of the Government 
of Canada, SDTC has committed 
$464-million in funding for over 180 
clean-tech projects and has lever-
aged over $1-billion in funding, pri-
marily from the private-sector, for a 
portfolio value of $1.6-billion. A sub-
set of some 37 more mature compa-
nies in SDTC’s portfolio have raised 
additional funding of more than 
$1-billion over the last five years 
from various sources including ven-
ture capital, private equity and some 
project finance structured deals. 
More than 40 per cent of this is for-
eign direct Investment (FDI)—well 
above the rate of FDI for other sec-
tors. Much of this double leveraging 

of public funds has occurred because 
of the confidence investors have in 
companies which have undergone 
rigorous screening, evaluation and 
“company building” by SDTC.

Canadian companies which 
have commercialized their tech-
nology because of SDTC invest-
ments are seßeing tremendous 
results. A recent review showed 
that seven projects which received 
$28-million in SDTC funding have 
signed contracts worth more than 
$234-million with pipelines of 
potential contracts worth much 
more. This revenue has translated 
into creation of new “green” jobs 
and establishment of industrial 
plants and production facilities. All 
told, an independent evaluation of 
SDTC investments to date show a 
potential 12-times return on invest-
ment over the next decade.

Canada’s investments must 
increase and be made wisely. We 
must mobilize private-sector capital 
and capture greater foreign invest-
ment. We have the opportunity to 
build on SDTC’s significant port-
folio of great Canadian companies 
which do so much to enhance and 
strengthen our economy. As SDTC 
is doing today, we must continue to 
identify and properly assess where 
Canada can have global leadership. 
This is how we will be able to pro-
vide the world’s leading commercial 
green economy solutions, and the 
prosperity that all Canadians want.  
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In an increasingly competitive world, with economies 
that have lower wage and cost bases than our 
economy, clean technologies can provide Canada 
with a competitive edge in the global marketplace. 
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Clean technologies can give Canada 
competitive edge in global marketplace 

The great Canadian thinker, 
Marshall McLuhan, would have 

enjoyed the recent cover of The 
Economist that portrayed Steve 
Jobs as Moses coming down from 
Mount Sinai to deliver his new iPad 
to the world. McLuhan’s famous 
insight that ‘the medium is the mes-
sage’ resonates more than ever as 
new digital technologies extend our 
ideas and behaviour far beyond the 
reaches of the analog world.

The increasingly complex 
relationships among technologies, 
ideas and behaviour are now the 
centre of attention across the pri-

vate, public and non-profit sectors. 
The new ambitions are to be cus-
tomer-focused in the marketplace, 
user-oriented in service industries, 
employee-empowered in work-
places, citizen-engaged in politics, 
student-centered in schools, and 
patient-focused in health. In all 
these ambitions, one key question 
is how best to combine digital 
technologies with digital content 
and digital literacy to drive the 
new culture of innovation. 

The online discussion that 
followed the launch of the iPad 
focused on its usability especially 
how it might handle books and 
movies, emails and newspapers. 
This discussion showed that the 
promise of tablet computing is its 
potential to connect us with con-
tent that we can view, listen to, and 
interact with. Today, the medium is 
more than ever the message. 

The new model of innovation 
integrates technological inven-
tion into social context, and thus 
increases the need for, and value of, 
research about individuals, groups 
and societies. Such research is now 
fuelling innovation in firms, institu-
tions and organizations beyond the 
campus. Findings of a 2009 study by 
Science-Metrix indicate that two-
thirds of social sciences and human-
ities research projects are used in 
non-academic organizations. Use 
is highest for research related to 
three key actions: (a) private sec-
tor innovation through research in 
fields such as economics, industrial 
relations, and law; (b) government 
response to public policy issues 
through political science and public 
administration, criminology, health 
studies, education, communications, 
and similar research fields; and (c) 
delivery of public services through 
social work, sociology, urban stud-
ies, and career counselling among 
other research areas.

For those integrating technol-
ogy, content and literacy to drive 
innovation, research on language 
is proving to be highly relevant, 
sometimes in unexpected ways, 
and often with Canadian scholars 
in the lead. Ian Lancashire, an 

English professor at the Univer-
sity of Toronto and his colleague 
Graeme Hirst, a computational lin-
guist, topped The New York Times’ 
ranking of the best ideas of 2009. 
Their award-winning idea was to 
undertake a systematic analysis 
of Agatha Christie’s novels based 
on the knowledge that written 
vocabulary changes subtly but per-
ceptively with the onset of demen-
tia. Their technology-enabled text-
ual analysis demonstrated for the 
first time that the prolific Christie 
did, in fact, write her last novels 
while suffering from Alzheimer’s. 
Moreover, their work suggests new 
diagnostic tools for identifying the 
initial onset of dementia which, in 
turn, will make possible new pre-
ventive treatments such as helping 
individuals re-learn a word soon 
after it is lost. The significance of 
the economic, health, and social 
benefits of such work will continue 
increasing rapidly with the aging 
of our population.

The unexpected ways in which 
language expertise combines 
with new technologies to under-
pin digitally-enabled innovation 
became apparent in Canada as 
early as the 1980s. Open Text 
Corporation emerged from a proj-
ect at the University of Waterloo 
to digitize the 60 million words 
and 21,000 pages of the Oxford 
English Dictionary (OED). By 
1989, the world applauded how 
computer scientists, linguists, 
philosophers and sociologists 
had created new search systems 
that allowed readers to find and 
display information from the 
OED at speeds and with an ease 
that was unimaginable just a few 
years earlier. Such collaboration 
became the foundation for con-
tinued innovation in managing all 
forms of digital content as well as 

business processes and employee 
teamwork. Last summer, 20 years 
later, Fortune magazine ranked 
Open Text 15th among the fastest 
growing companies in the world.

To understand technology is to 
understand human thought and 
behaviour—why we do the things 
we do and why we strive to change 
or stay the same. The challenge is 
to develop integrated understand-
ings that reflected the dynamic and 
contingent connections between 
humans and technology.

Research shows that technol-
ogy is not just a tool—contrary to 
what Bill Gates claimed a decade 
ago. Rather, such research reveals 
how technologies and cultures 
intertwine and interact to deter-
mine economic growth and com-
petitiveness, social cohesion and 
engagement, and quality of life.

In this context, scholars and 
their research partners across 
campus and in the private, public 
and non-profit sectors are helping 
Canada develop talent, gain insight, 
and build connections in the new 
technologically-enabled and people-
centered culture of innovation. 
Working in the tradition of those 
like McLuhan, in collaborative proj-
ects like the digital OED, and with 
new ideas like those praised recent-
ly by The New York Times, social 
scientists and humanists are help-
ing Canada and the world harness 
the power of technology, knowledge 
and understanding to create pros-
perous and resilient economies and 
safe, just and civil societies.

For further insight into SSHRC’s 
research and training initiatives, 
visit www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca
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Social scientists, humanists 
helping Canada harness 
the power of technology
In this context, scholars and their research partners 
across campus and in the private, public and non-profit 
sectors are helping Canada develop talent, gain insight, 
and build connections in the new technologically-
enabled and people-centered culture of innovation. 
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