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“

“

There are nearly 5,000 users saving big 
on FanSaves. 

Are you one of them? 

Download the free FanSaves mobile 
app today and follow the Whitby 
Chamber of Commerce to tap in to 
sweet savings and support local.

www.whitbychamber.org/fansaves

AI – LEARN HOW IT’S  
AFFECTING YOUR COMPANY’S  
DATA PRIVACY

www.durhamcollege.ca/ppl/AIPCAPPLY NOW

Artificial Intelligence (AI) will continue to impact all industries 
globally, potentially putting their data at serious risk. In this short, 
40 hour online microcredential program, managers and leaders 
from all areas of business will learn how AI will affect data privacy 
and compliance when collecting and using customer data.  
An understanding of the implications of society and government 
regulations as it applies to AI will also be covered.  

Program starts January 11, 2021. Limited spaces available!

The Spark is Spark Centre’s quarterly publication centred around 
the incredible technology and innovation happening across  
Ontario. We feature businesspeople, entrepreneurs and inno-
vators, leaders and companies doing incredible things in the 
worlds of tech and innovation. If you have a story you think fits 
The Spark’s editorial mandate, please email content director 

Lisa van de Geyn at lisa@lisavandegeyn.com.

ABOUT THE SPARK
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MELISSA NOWAKOWSKI
Melissa drives the execution of Spark Centre’s communica-
tions and public relations strategy. She has over 15 years of 
experience in content development, media and PR across a 
wide range of industries including the arts, tech and business.
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Appreciate
Communicate
Innovate
Advocate

How may we help your business?
Let us know at priority@ajax.ca!

ajax.ca/business
@AjaxBizNetwork 

Our four key drivers a letter from our

PUBLISHER
Welcome to The Spark business and 
innovation magazine, and a special issue 
at that. This has certainly been a year to 
remember and one we are very anxious 
to put behind us, but I encourage you to 
read on and be inspired by the incredible 
technologies, innovations and leader-
ship helping us get back some sense of 
comfort and normalcy.
 This is an issue centered around 
positive change, pivots and growth.  
I remember when The Spark was in its 
infancy — pagination sketches and edi-
torial lineups scribbled on a whiteboard 
five years ago. We’ve certainly come a 
long way in our mission to help cultivate 
a culture of innovation in our ecosystem. 

What came out of a love for the incred-
ible entrepreneurial spirit in Durham 
Region is now a full-fledged publication, 
brimming with editorial content from 
across the Greater Toronto Area and 
eastern Ontario.  
 Now, as we reflect back on 2020, 
it’s truly amazing how we’ve all adapt-
ed to this year of change. If you’re like 
me, you’ve been bouncing between 
the “kitchen office” and the “bedroom 
office,” all while making sure the cat 
doesn’t spill coffee as he saunters 
across the keyboard. These challenges 
seem monumental as we adapt to collid-
ing our work and home lives, but I assure 
you, these are minor annoyances.  

Let’s take solace in knowing we are safe 
in our homes.
 Just like the businesses you’ll meet 
in this issue, we’ve all had to pivot in 
some respect. I admire the determina-
tion of entrepreneurs like Asif Khan,  
CEO of GroundLevel Insights (story on 
page 12). He pivoted operations to 
help business owners survive and stay 
compliant by offering his contact-tracing 
platform free of charge. The incredible 
mechanical engineering team at Durham 
College quickly put their 3D printers  
into action back in March to create PPE 
for frontline workers facing COVID-19.  
Telemedicine solutions like VirtualClinic+ 
are rolling out to actively support safe  

at-home consultations, limiting unneces-
sary exposure in clinics. This is community 
supporting community. This is innovation. 
 Let’s put a cap on an unfavourable 
year with a celebration of technology and 
innovation. If there are any positive take-
aways from 2020, let it be the inspiring 
companies and leaders in this issue. 

Stay safe and stay healthy, 

“This is community supporting community.  
This is innovation.”

Publisher
KRISTINA SVANA
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veering in another

DIRECTION
editorial lineup, we instantly knew we 
had to change course. Cannabis is a 
great topic, but best left for a post- 
pandemic time. Instead, we started 
talking about the incredible companies 
we were hearing about in the media 
and through friends and colleagues — 
companies that were switching gears, 
retooling, hunkering down and changing 
operations to create the items Ontario 
was in desperate need of to help get 
through COVID. We heard about distill-
eries and breweries retooling to make 
much-needed hand sanitizer. We heard 
about automotive companies changing 
course to make gowns and face masks. 
Hockey equipment manufacturers put 
the brakes on their regular production 
and started making face shields. When 
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau and 
Ontario’s Premier Doug Ford called on 
skilled Canadians and Ontarians to make 
everything we were lacking, from person-
al protective equipment to ventilators, 
Ontario-based businesses rallied. They 

This might surprise you, but The Spark 
magazine pivoted, too. 
 Back before COVID-19 was in our 
lexicon (and prior to using words like “un-
precedented,” “social distancing,” “PPE” 
and “flattening the curve”), the wee team 
at The Spark was busy conceptualizing 
our Summer 2020 issue. Dubbed “the 
Cannabis Issue,” it was going to be a fun 
one — we were all thinking green. Can-
nabis is a big deal in eastern Ontario’s 
innovation corridor — there are several 
shops, clinics and world-class indoor 
growing facilities. It’s an industry that 
was flourishing, with entrepreneurs and 
investors clambering to get involved. 
 I think it’s safe to assume you know 
what happened next. The virus hit.
 When it came time for our team — 
our wonderful publisher Kristina Svana, 
designer extraordinaire Melanie Marler, 
wordsmith Melissa Nowakowski and 
advertising and circulation guru Frank 
Auddino — to get on the horn (and later 
Zoom) with one another to look at our 

heard the fraught calls and sprang into 
action. We celebrate 24 of these inno-
vative companies and business owners 
starting on page 42. 
 When we asked the Honourable  
Vic Fedeli, Ontario’s Minister of Economic 
Development, Job Creation and Trade 
(page 32), to comment on what our busi-
nesses have done in this time of crisis, 
he put it marvellously: “The Ontario spirit 
of innovation and problem-solving is 
nothing short of amazing. Since the start 
of this pandemic, businesses across 
the province have been retooling to 
make PPE and other essential supplies 
and we are extremely proud of these 
made-in-Ontario solutions.”  
 Our magazine isn’t saving lives  
like the hundreds of businesses that  
retooled, but our pivot meant a great 
deal to us, and we hope you read this  
issue and feel a sense of gratitude. 
We’re proud to bring you the stories  
in the pages that follow, and we ask  
that you commend and applaud the  
brilliant innovators who came through  
for our families and our province. 

Sincerely, 

Content Director  
& Editorial Consultant 

LISA VAN DE GEYN
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The Durham District School Board Make a Difference  
Poverty Strategy Department announces:    

Students in Need
Fall & Winter Fundraiser

Go to bit.ly/MADdonate to DONATE to a Student in Need TODAY!

$125 
feeds a single parent 
with two children  
for a week

$75  
provides a child with  
appropriate winter  
outdoor clothing

$50 
feeds a primary 
student for a  
school week

$25 
provides a youth  
with toiletries  
for a month

Contact us at makeadifference@ddsb.ca

Discover the advantages, incentives  
and opportunities — call today!
1-866-961-7990

quintedevelopment.com 
info@quintedevelopment.com

You’ll be in 
great company!

MAKE IT IN 
BAY OF QUINTE
Join our growing community of 
innovative entrepreneurs, successful 
businesses and talented employees.

INNOVATEINNOVATE
Before you dive into stories about the remarkable businesses that pivoted, 

read about what some of Ontario’s leaders are doing to help fight COVID-19.

LEADING THE FIGHT

DEDICATION TO DETECTION 
The Canadian startup that first 
alerted the world to COVID-19’s 

existence — looking at the  
brilliance behind BlueDot.

SINGING THEIR PRAISES 
We salute all the innovative  

businesses in Ontario and Canada — 
and so do some of our province’s  

and country’s top leaders.  

GOLD MINE 
How one tech startup turned  

their amazing ability to aggregate 
data into a support for businesses 

across the country. 
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shoulder, relishing in the entertainment 
and huddling to keep warm at Nathan 
Phillips Square and other party locales 
across the city, one startup was on the 
brink of making a serious discovery. They 
didn’t know it that night, but they were 
quickly gaining insight into a worldwide 
event that would make an entrance  
after the festivities came to a close —  
an event that would take hold of the New 
Year the likes of which our generation 

It was December 31, 2019, and people 
around the world were saying goodbye 

to another year and another decade. In 
Canada, hope and optimism brimmed 
from coast to coast to coast; we cele-
brated and got ready to usher in the next 
decade with friends and family, blissfully 
optimistic about the joy, health, wealth 
and opportunities 2020 would bring.
 In Toronto, while thousands of 
bundled-up Ontarians stood shoulder to 

has never seen. “In early January, we 
published the first peer-reviewed scientif-
ic publication on COVID-19, even before 
the virus had a name,” says Dr. Kamran 
Khan, founder of BlueDot. 

BlueDot is a digital health compa-
ny with a first-of-its-kind, global 

early-warning technology for infectious 
diseases. Founded in 2013 by Khan, a 
practicing infectious disease physician 

It was a Canadian startup that created the outbreak-risk software  
that first alerted the world to COVID-19’s existence. It’s been a year since 

their technology cautioned us against the virus, so we’re looking  
back at the brilliance behind BlueDot. 

DETECTION
DEDICATION TO

BY MELISSA NOWAKOWSKI
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On December 31, 2019, when 
the world was ushering in 2020, 

BlueDot’s unique system detected 
news of the outbreak in Wuhan, China 
— mere hours after the first cases in 
Wuhan were identified. BlueDot’s global 
surveillance platform then analyzed 
billions of data points to conclude 
which international cities would be at 
greatest risk. This happened within sec-
onds of initial detection. At that time, 
BlueDot pinpointed four of the first six 
cities to contract the virus — Bangkok, 
Seoul, Taipei and Tokyo. “In our study, 
Bangkok and Tokyo were at the very 
top of our list and were the first and 
second city in the world to see cases of 
COVID-19 outside of mainland China.” 
says Khan. “But when cases appeared 
in those cities, we immediately knew 
that the outbreak in Wuhan had to be 
much larger than the official numbers 
were indicating. That’s the moment 
when I realized this had a real chance 
of turning into a worldwide outbreak  
or pandemic.”

and a professor of medicine and public 
health at the University of Toronto,  
BlueDot was born out of Khan’s 
personal experiences as a dedicated 
frontline healthcare worker during 
the 2003 SARS outbreak in Toronto. 
Combining human and artificial intelli-
gence, BlueDot’s Insights technology 
tracks outbreaks from more than 150 
infectious diseases and syndromes 
worldwide in 65 languages. Tracking 
is consistent — it happens every 15 
minutes around the clock, and re-
searchers can anticipate the potential 
for global spread and impact. BlueDot’s 
technology uses artificial intelligence 
to scan more than 100,000 articles 
each day, searching for official and 
unofficial news of infectious disease 
events or outbreaks. It also automati-
cally assesses the risk of importation 
to locations of interest based on the 
drivers of disease, including clinical 
attributes for 150 infectious diseases, 
local mobility models describing how 
people move between communities 
and airports, and global travel patterns 
comprised of more than five-billion air-
line passenger trips per year. A team of 
subject matter experts then reviews the 
outputs before publishing them to their 
Insights dashboard and notifying their 
clients in a dozen countries — including 
the US and Canada. 
 BlueDot’s Insights technology em-
powers national and international health 
agencies, hospitals and businesses to 
better anticipate and respond to emerg-
ing infectious disease threats, whether 
originating from natural events, acci-
dents or deliberate acts. The COVID-19 
pandemic is just one of many infectious 
diseases that BlueDot tracks every day. 
In 2016, BlueDot’s use of human and 
artificial intelligence helped to track 
and predict the global spread of serious 
infectious diseases, including the Zika 
virus. When Zika broke out in Brazil, 
BlueDot analytics identified that south-
ern Florida would be a prime location 
for an outbreak, six months before an 
outbreak appeared in Miami. 

 After reviewing the data, BlueDot 
alerted their clients — public health 
officials in 12 countries, airlines and 
frontline hospitals like Humber River in 
Toronto — that same day, almost a week 
in advance of public announcements 
by national and international health 
organizations. Of course, we now know 
that what followed — with unbelievable 
speed — was a global pandemic. 
 The virus first spread across Asia 
with a vengeance, then — as thousands 
of travellers were also heading to the 
United States — it spread into Califor-
nia, San Francisco, Los Angeles and 
New York City. By February 25, 2020, 
the World Health Organization saw the 
novel respiratory virus as one with the 
potential to become a pandemic. About 
a week later, in early March, it was re-
ported that the virus had spread to 58 
countries and had infected more than 
87,000 people globally, leaving 104 
dead (outside of China).
 It was around that time when news 
about BlueDot’s AI technology and early 

rules. This data was then used as inputs 
into models to help organizations and 
governments plan and respond to the 
pandemic in the most effective, efficient 
and coordinated way. “No one would 
ever wish for an event like the one we 
are living through, but there was a sense 
of accomplishment knowing that the 
global early-warning system we had been 
diligently building day in and day out at 
BlueDot for the past seven years, did 
what it was designed to do,” Khan says. 
 From BlueDot’s pivot, incredible part-
nerships were born. The Public Health 
Agency of Canada, the Ontario Ministry 
of Health and Long-Term Care, Humber 
River Hospital and the city of Chicago all 
leveraged BlueDot’s Insights software to 
track and assess both global and local 
infectious disease outbreaks, including 
COVID. Through the use of BlueDot’s 
software, they are now able to dynamical-
ly query and visualize a clean surveillance 
feed of infectious disease outbreaks 
around the world, better preparing for 
potential outbreaks that could impact the 
health and safety of their patients, staff 
and communities. 
 BlueDot has also joined up with 
Health Canada, Ontario’s Ministry of 
Health and the state of California — they 
are utilizing BlueDot’s technology to 
evaluate the effectiveness of physi-
cal-distancing measures, the risk of im-
portation of COVID-19 from international 
hotspots and the mobility of the virus. 
For the Ontario Ministry of Health and 
Long-Term Care in particular, BlueDot’s 

detection had spread as quickly as the 
virus, and government officials — not 
only in Canada but in the US, too — took 
notice. In March, while US President 
Donald Trump was telling America to 
remain calm, the state of California was 
already enlisting the help of BlueDot and 
was one of the first states in the country 
to lock down its cities and track which 
hospitals would be hit the hardest.  
 With the pandemic in full force, coun-
tries around the world declared health 
emergencies due to COVID-19 and with 
no vaccine available, responses to COVID 
became largely focused on isolating 
confirmed cases and quarantining their 
contacts. Soon, cases began to appear in 
communities without known links to other 
confirmed cases, forcing public health 
officials to revert to community-level 
social-distancing interventions. 
 To effectively “flatten the epidemic 
curve,” understanding where and when 
these interventions were working — and 
where they were not — became essen-
tial. In response, BlueDot pivoted its 
technology to partner with organizations 
and governments — both in Canada and 
the US — to assist with time-sensitive 
public health decisions and gage the 
effectiveness of social-distancing  
interventions. 
 To do this, the company analyzed 
anonymous data on the locations of 
mobile devices worldwide and aggregat-
ed the data to the level of populations 
to estimate the size of populations 
that were adhering to social-distancing 

technology has become critical in evalu-
ating the mobility of the virus in and out 
of key infrastructures such as hospitals 
and long-term care facilities. Their 
technology has been adopted by The 
Department of National Defence (DND), 
it’s been using the Insights software to 
track and assess infectious disease out-
breaks both locally and globally and has 
also been receiving regular COVID-19 
outlook reports that contain custom-
ized intelligence on its spread. With 
BlueDot’s software and the COVID-19 
outlook reports, the DND is now able to 
assess the risk that infectious disease 
outbreaks pose to the health and safety 
of the armed forces. And BlueDot has 
also continued its partnership with Air 
Canada — one of the country’s largest 
airlines — so they can leverage data ob-
tained by BlueDot to understand the risk 
that infectious diseases pose to their 
business operations and how to better 
protect the health of their staff. 
 There’s no doubt that BlueDot  
has come a long way in its ability to 
rapidly turn global data into powerful 
insights, but turning insights into actions 
requires partnerships. “We’re working 
hard to build those partnerships now 
so that together we can build greater 
resilience to infectious disease threats,” 
says Khan. “And we’re excited to be 
empowering different segments of  
society — government, industry and 
healthcare — so they can each do their 
part to create a healthier, safer and 
more prosperous world.” 
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BY DR. LUBNA TIRMIZI

after “flu season,” as spring starts and 
our offices have catch-up time. March 
2020, however, took us in a completely 
different direction.  
 In those early days, I received an 
email from the chief of staff of Laker-
idge Health, Dr. Tony Stone, asking for 
interest in participation in the COVID 
Planning Committee for Durham Region. 
As the primary-care lead for the Central 
East Local Health Integration Network  
(CE LHIN), I felt it was my duty to get in-
volved, so I raised my hand not knowing 
what was around the corner. I remember 
meeting in the corporate boardroom of 
Lakeridge Health with experts from all 
sides of the health sector in Durham. We 
had no masks and we weren’t practising 

My memory of the pandemic starts in 
the beginning of 2020. I remember 

reading multiple academic articles about 
how this new virus Coronavirus–19 
in other parts of the world was slowly 
moving here. Being the lead physician 
of our family practice in Pickering, Ont., I 
panicked and almost felt a bit paranoid 
ordering hundreds of surgical masks and 
gowns for our clinic. The SARS stories 
from the early 2000s haunted me.  
 February was a typical month: 
coughs and colds, influenza outbreaks 
in my long- term care homes and many 
unfortunate but expected deaths. Little 
did I know, our start to March was going 
to take an unexpected turn. Many physi-
cians are often grateful for the slowdown 

social distancing. There was no hand 
sanitizer or signs down every corridor 
— it was pre-pandemic life. There was 
an insightful planning discussion led 
by Lakeridge, Durham Public Health 
and others. Dr. Robert Kyle, Durham’s 
medical officer of health, really stood 
out to me. It was like he had lived the 
“pandemic experience” before, whatever 
that meant. He was poised, organized 
and informative. As a family physician 
in the community, I felt a little alone as 
we often travel without a team. We have 
a lot of people and patients to serve in 
the community, but we are not really em-
ployees of the hospital, long-term care or 
public health. I felt it was my mission to 
gather this valuable pandemic informa-

When news of the coronavirus reached Pickering, Ont.-based  
Dr. Lubna Tirmizi, she couldn’t have guessed what the next several months 
would look like. While all of us were in lockdown, Tirmizi faced COVID-19 
head on as a family physician and a doctor in long-term care. She talks 

about her experience, and explains why med tech is so essential.

FRONTLINES
FROM THE
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ARE YOUR VIRTUAL 
TRAINING SESSIONS  
NOT CUTTING IT?
  TIME FOR A CHANGE…

PROVEN  
LEARNING  

SOLUTIONS,  
CUSTOMIZED 

FOR YOUR  
BUSINESS

CORPORATETRAININGSERVICES.CA

icarevirtual.com

The iCare Virtual Care Clinic provides comprehensive 
family medicine via e-visits using a connected 
Electronic Health Record (EHR). 

This is especially useful for unattached and 
high needs patients that may not have regular 
access to a family physician.

Proudly serving Durham Region.

Powered by Health Espresso Electronic Health Record (EHR)

1-855-icare33

machines. We sought guidance from our 
go-to sources such as the Ontario Med-
ical Association, provincial and national 
colleges and others. We wanted to make 
sure our patients could reach us and feel 
safe, even if it meant virtually. 
 The lockdown also birthed an 
incredible amount of telemedicine solu-
tions; we as doctors scrambled to see 
which ones actually worked and did what 
we needed it to do. Many doctors who 
work fee-for-service suffered enormous 
income losses, along with the rest of 
the workforce. For me, it became clear 
that I’d need to stick to a system that 
worked for our clinic and our patients. 
We started using OTN (Ontario Telemedi-
cine Network) visits, but the platform, as 
expected, was slow — it’s free and every-
one was thinking along the same lines as 
we were. I slowly started seeing the gaps 
in med tech as the pandemic unfolded 
over the next few months. Could it be 
filled? There were so many questions.
 Since 2018, I have been working on 
connecting the dots in information shar-
ing in healthcare. Why could patients 
not be the CEOs of their own health? 
Why could a regular family doctor like 
me not have access to all records for my 
patients? This became more important 
than ever during the pandemic. At times, 
I have felt so disconnected from my 
patients. I soon realized that the work 
I’ve been engaged in for Health Espres-
so Home for the last two years, I took 
for granted. Rick Menassa, the founder 

tion and deliver it to my many colleagues 
and patients. The problem, however, was 
there was hardly any information. No 
experts had been through this before; it 
was new to all of us. I left the meeting 
thinking, “We have a lot of work to do.”
 The rest is history. Each week since 
mid March has meant three or four vir-
tual meetings for the regional command 
tables for Durham, the COVID executive 
committee, the response partners and 
many working groups. At times, these 
meetings have slowed down, but the 
work continues — there are reviews of 
COVID testing centres, updates from 
public health, home and community 
care, infection prevention and control, 
and finally primary care. I have gained 
a new level of respect for every level of 
command in each sector of this pan-
demic. And then there’s long-term care. 
I remember the Orchard Villa outbreak 
— it’s so close to my clinic. The orches-
tration of care and compassion was un-
paralleled. Lesley Motz, Dr. Joel Kennedy 
and their team from Lakeridge Health, 
alongside the amazing staff at CE LHIN, 
guided the road to recovery from COVID.
 You’ll remember that mid March 
also brought the “lockdown.” What did 
that mean for all of us community physi-
cians who were not hospital-based? We 
took inventory of our personal protective 
equipment. We started chat groups 
online to get our staff and doctors 
coordinated. We activated alternative 
phone lines and updated our answering 

and CEO, and I (as chief medical officer) 
spent the last two years with our devel-
opment team led by Amit Maraj, trying 
to solve the puzzle of connecting the 
patient, home care and physician eco-
systems. Suddenly during the pandemic, 
it all made sense. Health Espresso is not 
a mobile patient portal — it is a way for 
patients and their world to connect to 
their health system. Rick and I spent so 
much time with our wonderful develop-
ment team listening to patients (special 
acknowledgement to Randy Filinski, an 
Ontario health patient and family advi-
sor) and caregivers on what they wanted 
to report to their medical team, be it 
their oncologist or family doctor. We did 
not stop there. We researched the needs 
of all providers — physicians, nurses, 
personal support workers, dentists, etc. 
— and implemented this feedback into 
Health Espresso.  
 Where are we now in this pan-
demic? I am like you — I wear masks 
and listen to instructions from public 
health experts. As a doctor in Durham, 
I stand proud — we as a health system 
and community have come together; 
we’ve supported each other during each 
death we’ve faced, whether it be family 
members or patients. We’ve learned 
technology like Health Espresso can go 
the extra mile and connect the dots. We 
will continue to learn from this technol-
ogy and from each other. And we’ll hope 
we beat this pandemic and come out 
stronger, smarter and safer. 

“The lockdown also birthed an incredible  
amount of telemedicine solutions; we as  
doctors scrambled to see which ones actually 
worked and did what we needed it to do.” 
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camera capable of going inside veins and arteries to help treat 
stroke, has had a similar experience. “When the pandemic 
first hit, pocketbooks definitely closed up as we prepared for 
a recession, but since then, there has been a keen interest in 
med-tech companies, specifically because their value has been 
put front and centre throughout this time. Angel investing was 
already taking more of an interest in med tech, but I think it’s 
strengthened even more.”
 This also rings true to Jess Joss, president of Equation  
Angels, the largest angel investor network in Ontario. “For many 
entrepreneurs, it was and is a challenging time of growing their 
companies when there have been supply chain disruptions, 
and where angel investors were taking a pause during spring 
and summer while assessing their portfolios and guessing at 
the impact COVID would have across the board,” says Joss. Still, 
she says COVID has validated many med-tech visions, and there 
has been more activity and opportunities for investors that have 
come out of med tech during this time. “COVID has shown the 
need to invest in the medical space; we never know when we’ll 
need med technology,” echoes Karnick. “The pandemic has in-

I t’s safe to say that COVID-19 has changed pretty much  
everything in our pandemic-burdened world, and med tech 

isn’t immune. Amol Karnick is the president and CEO of KA 
Imaging, a Waterloo, Ont.-based designer and manufacturer of 
innovative X-ray detectors and systems that’s currently being 
used for COVID-19 pneumonia detection in clinical trials in  
Toronto. He says his company received early funding from an-
gels and the community has been supportive, and even though 
there have been challenges, the business has been able to 
overcome issues. “The challenge has been face-to-face meet-
ings, but with video conferencing and making a diligent effort to 
communicate, it seems COVID-19 hasn’t stopped investments, 
though it did slow them down initially,” he says. “Companies that 
help solve current issues during a pandemic have made traction 
with investors, including angels. We have been able to gather 
investment interest for our next round, but we also have an  
ongoing clinical trial for COVID-19 pneumonia. Angels are faster  
to respond and want to help the local community,” says Karnick.   
 Michael Phillips, CEO of Kitchener, Ont.-based Vena Medi-
cal, a company that provides doctors with the world’s smallest 

Angels and med-tech companies are getting better acquainted,  
thanks to COVID-19. Industry insiders gave us their take on  

how the pandemic has affected med tech and what they foresee when  
it comes to the healthcare and life sciences startups. 

COVID
A MARRIAGE MADE IN 

BY LISA VAN DE GEYN
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 So, what does all of this mean for angels investing in med 
tech? “I’ve heard some angels talk about the fact that they felt 
their investment had a greater good or social impact, which 
they appreciated,” says Joss. “Often an investment in a  
software-as-a-service company may disrupt an industry or 
improve the efficiency of a business model, but doesn’t nec-
essarily make a huge impact by saving lives and preventing 
the spread of disease, so the feeling of investing in a company 
that is improving the world or the lives of patients is a good 
one.” Joss also says she’s noticed investors who normally pass 
on med-tech opportunities have been more open to review-
ing them and consulting with experts in their networks. Plus, 
there’s an increase in health-focused angel groups and incuba-

tors. “I hypothesize that 
we will see a bump in med-
tech investment over the 
next few years as angels 
new to the field become 
more confident in invest-
ing in med tech. There 
continues to be a need 
for devices to support 
new health protocols, and 
there’s a huge opportunity 
for growth and upside,” 
says Joss.  
 Ramesh also sees the 
changes coming down the 
pike. For example, there 
will be more done virtually, 
including conferences, 
investor meetings and sell-
ing devices in hospitals. 
She also sees changes 
to the med-tech industry. 

“The space is seeing an increasing number of startups. The 
pandemic has accelerated innovation and created new areas of 
opportunity. That said, this sector has enjoyed a strong bull run 
with record levels of capital raised and deployed over the last 
several years. In this very specialized sector, I think that indus-
try expertise should be a key part of your investment decision 
when evaluating technical areas like diagnostics, dialysis equip-
ment or therapeutics. Organized groups such as Halo Health 
in Toronto or the Life Science Angels in California leverage the 
collective experience of their PhDs and MDs in due diligence.”
 An angel herself, Joss’s advice to entrepreneurs interested 
in entering med tech is optimistic. “The industry is relevant now 
more than ever — there’s a greater investor pool, increased 
support spaces (in labs, incubators and angel groups, for exam-
ple), easier regulatory collaboration and also easier to validate 
virtual platforms. The overall outlook on health as a priority is at 
an all-time high.” 

creased investment into the medical device space and the hope 
is that people will continue to better understand that medical 
devices have a significant impact on people’s lives.” 
 Prior to COVID, angel investments in life sciences and 
healthcare averaged between 16 to 22 percent of annual 
investment across Canada, according to a report released last 
summer by the National Angel Capital Organization. Jeffrey 
Steiner, president and executive director of Angel Investors 
Ontario, says angels are interested in various aspects of med 
tech. “They tend to invest in medical devices and diagnostics as 
opposed to drugs, which take a long time and are more capital 
intensive,” he says. There are also trends seen in imaging and 
testing, remote monitoring, surgical robots, prescription sub-
scriptions, digital sales tools 
and virtual care collaboration 
tools. “Angels who have 
scientific knowledge or a 
background in science tend 
to be interested in med tech, 
and they share this wisdom 
with their fellow angels, who 
piggyback on their knowl-
edge,” says Steiner. 
 During the pandemic, 
med tech has truly taken 
centre stage. “There is no 
doubt that med tech has 
been at the forefront in the 
fight against COVID-19. Per-
sonal protective equipment, 
ventilators and diagnostic 
testing have saved the lives 
of many,” says Prathna  
Ramesh, the managing  
director and chief compliance 
officer at Maple Leaf Angels (MLA). “The industry has come 
together to exponentially scale up production capacity. This 
shift of resources builds a backlog up in other critical areas of 
treatment and surgery. In a brief period of time, the industry has 
seen a tremendous amount of digital tool adoption, which was 
gradually on its way up pre-COVID.” This has resulted in plenty 
of activity at the startup stage. “Early-stage med-tech compa-
nies are being given a real shot to play. What normally would be 
a difficult and lengthy sales cycle with the government flipped 
on its head, and deals were being closed in a matter of days,” 
Ramesh says, pointing to one of MLA early portfolio companies 
as an example. “Spartan Bioscience saw great interest from 
the federal government, as well as Air Canada, to leverage the 
Spartan Cube for rapid COVID-19 testing. Another one of our 
investments that saw a huge uptick this year is CleanSlate UV, 
which is a machine that uses ultraviolet light to kill 99.9 percent 
of bacteria on small devices like smartphones.”

“Angels who have  
scientific knowledge or a  

background in science tend to  
be interested in med tech,  

and they share this wisdom with 
their fellow angels, who piggyback 

on their knowledge.”
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about resources or navigating various 
government ministries, and working 
on issues important to constituents 
and their families. There are no public 
events, appearances or announcements. 
Prior to the pandemic, my entire week-
end would be filled with these types of 
commitments.
 I am proud of how Whitby residents 
have responded toward each other 
during the pandemic. The everyday acts 
of hard-working families, their willing-
ness to do extraordinary and courageous 
acts is a currency that you can’t quantify, 
but it exists in every Ontario resident. As 
we approach a new year, I think we need 
to reflect on our citizenship and what it 
means to be Canadian. 

On supporting long-term care in his 
city and the province. The provincial 

On serving constituents during a pan-
demic. In these very difficult moments, 
people shouldn’t have to deal with 
politics. We need politicians and civil 
servants to work together for the com-
mon good. And that is what we are doing 
in Ontario.
 Leadership during a pandemic 
requires a set of skills that fosters 
collaboration, connectedness and out-of-
the-box thinking. When not in the Ontario 
Legislature as the MPP for Whitby and 
Chief Government Whip, I spend a lot of 
time at a three-foot table with my various 
phones and computers, talking to stake-
holders or constituents on teleconfer-
ence calls and Zoom meetings trying to 
connect with as many Whitby families 
as possible. In normal circumstances, 
I would be helping people face to face 
with solutions, accessing or finding out 

government is investing $16.37 million 
to upgrade 160 long-term care spaces at 
Glen Hill Terrace in Whitby, operated by 
Durham Christian Homes.
 It’s part of a larger project to mod-
ernize the funding model for long-term 
care homes. In total, the Ministry of 
Long-Term Care will be investing $761 
million to upgrade 74 homes across 
Ontario. The additional funding is part of 
the province’s new funding model that 
helps break down historic barriers and 
accelerates the construction of urgently 
needed long-term care projects, provid-
ing seniors with the high-quality care 
they deserve.
 The government has been taking 
historic steps to improve the quality of 
life for our loved ones by adding capacity 
and upgrading Ontario’s long-term care 
homes. We introduced the modernized 

Member of Provincial Parliament for Whitby, Ont., and Chief Government 
Whip Lorne Coe knows how hard Ontarians have been hit during  

this crisis. The Spark asked him to talk about what the government  
is doing to help us in the wake of the second wave. 

PEOPLE
FOR THE
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One of the most heartening things to witness 

throughout the global health and economic crisis 

created by the COVID-19 pandemic is the way that 

people and companies have banded together to 

figure out how they can help. It has been a privilege 

to work with these innovative clients in their effort 

to provide much needed and valued goods and 

services during this pandemic.

To help you protect your COVID-19 related intellectual 

property (IP), or to navigate the evolving regulatory 

environment, Bereskin & Parr launched a COVID-19 

practice group in April 2020. 

To learn more about the group’s co-leaders and 
members, to read related articles and more, 
visit our COVID-19 website page.

Tony Orsi
B.A.Sc. (Elec. Eng.), M.A.Sc.(Elec. Eng.), MBA

Partner | Toronto

416.957.1175

torsi@bereskinparr.com

bereskinparr.com

Research & Development 

Important for COVID-19
many Durham residents to experience 
a range of mental health and addiction 
challenges, which has led to an increase 
in the demand for services and sup-
ports. The province is making a $3.8 
billion investment over 10 years for its 
Mental Health and Addictions Roadmap 
to Wellness. This includes $176 million 
in 2020–2021 to help expand access 
for critical mental health and addiction 
support and reduce wait times for  
critical services.
 Consequently, the government is 
also providing Ontario residents with 
additional services including:
• Community supports in both English 

and French, with a focus on stabiliz-
ing and enhancing mental 

health and addictions 
service delivery and mo-
bile crisis teams and safe 

beds for those experienc-
ing a mental health crisis;

• More core children and youth 
mental health services, including 
walk-in clinics, counselling and 

therapy, day treatment and live-
in treatment supports, focused on help-
ing children in school, keeping children 
out of child welfare and supporting those 
in need of intensive services; 
• A range of provincially available 
virtual supports including internet-based 
cognitive behavioural therapy, virtual 
addiction services, Kids Help Phone and 
continuation of supports for frontline 
COVID-19 healthcare workers;
• More critical rent supplements to 
support emergency short-term rentals 
during the second wave of COVID-19;
• Support for interprofessional prima-
ry care teams; and
• A range of supports to seniors, 
those with disabilities, first responders 
(e.g., fire, police and paramedics) and 
vulnerable populations.

The province is also investing $19.25 
million into mental health supports for 
postsecondary students in 2020–2021, 
an increase of $3.25 million over last 
year. This funding will help students by 

funding model to build and renovate 
these homes faster, and we’re  
already seeing results, with thousands  
of new, safe and comfortable spaces  
in progress.
 The modernized funding model is 
helping the government deliver on its 
commitment to create 30,000 beds over 
10 years. The new model moves away 
from a one-size-fits-all approach and, 
instead, provides tailored incentives to 
address the needs of developers in dif-
ferent markets: rural, mid-size, urban 
and large urban. 
 The number of people in 
Whitby who will need long-term 
care is expected to increase sig-
nificantly over the next decade. 
The work underway at Glen 
Hill Terrace will make sure 
that our loved ones locally will 
have a comfortable, modern 
place to live, near family and 
friends, with the support they 
need, when they need it. Work-
ing together with long-term 
care partners, the government 
continues to use innovative ideas and 
modern solutions to help end hallway 
healthcare and increase long-term  
care capacity in communities across  
the province.

On Ontario’s assistance and funding of 
mental health. We have been working 
collaboratively across all sectors to 
provide long-term stability to our mental 
health and addictions system. Along 
with Ontario Shores Centre for Mental 
Health Sciences in Whitby, and other 
local organizations like Lakeridge Health 
and Wounded Warriors Canada, we are 
making it a priority to ensure that all 
Ontarians who need mental health  
and addictions support have access to 
the high-quality services and supports 
they need. 
 The impacts of the COVID-19 
outbreak, including prolonged physical 
distancing, financial uncertainty and 
being constantly inundated with new 
information about the virus, have caused 

strengthening community partnerships 
and increasing the number of mental 
health workers and programs at colleges 
and universities.

On the province’s recovery. As Ontario 
deals with a second wave of COVID-19, 
the focus must be on protecting people 
and providing urgent support to those 
who need it to make it through these 
challenging times. However, now is also 
the time to begin laying the foundation 
for a recovery fuelled by long-term eco-
nomic growth. In the most recent Ontario 
budget, the government is investing  
$4.8 billion in new funding to do just that. 
 People in Ontario, and certainly 
Whitby businesses, understand that 
the economic recovery from COVID-19 
will be a lengthy journey. To support 
the recovery of Ontario’s economy the 
government is acting now to address six 
critical needs that will have immediate 
benefits and, left unaddressed, would 
hold the province back from a stronger 
recovery:
• Making electricity more affordable;
• Reducing taxes on jobs;
•  Connecting workers and employers 

with the skills and training they need;
• Reducing unnecessary red tape; 
•  Ensuring sectors can preserve and 

gain jobs; and
• Building infrastructure.

Just as the Ontario spirit has helped 
the province through the depths of the 
pandemic and brought out the best 
in people from every region including 
Durham, it will also ensure Ontario  
is the best place in the world to work 
and raise a family post-COVID-19. 
Ultimately, it will be people,  
not governments, which drive  
the province’s recovery. 
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To the entrepreneurs, innovators and businesses that sprang into action —  
incredible Ontario-based companies that retooled and pivoted to support the 

fight against COVID-19 — we salute you. And so do some of the province’s and 
country’s top leaders, who offered to share some words of pride, appreciation 

and congratulations to Ontario’s best. 

PRAISES
SINGING THEIR 
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MARY
NG

their employees on the payroll and cover 
their fixed expenses, including rent, in 
addition to dedicated new supports for 
women entrepreneurs, Indigenous busi-
ness owners and Black entrepreneurs. 
 Supporting the growth and revital-
ization of economies in all regions will be 
vital, as our government recognizes that 
entrepreneurs and small businesses 
will play a crucial role in our economic 
recovery and beyond. 
 
The Spark: The Made in Canada Project 
is the perfect example of your govern-
ment’s effort to help businesses pivot. 
What can you tell entrepreneurs and  
angel investors who are feeling the 
stress of COVID but want to carry on 
with their business and investments? 
 
MN: In the face of this challenging 
time, entrepreneurs have shown true 
resilience amid COVID-19 — whether it 
is innovating and adapting their busi-
ness models, taking advantage of our 
emergency supports, or looking to new 
markets for opportunities for growth. 
Startups and companies scaling up pro-
vide critical sources of innovation and 
economic dynamism that strengthen 
our economy. This talent and entrepre-

neurial spirit are needed — now and 
moving forward.  
 To help Canada fight COVID-19, our 
government encouraged businesses and 
manufacturers to help produce medical 
supplies and equipment to meet the 
need. More than 6,000 businesses have 
reached out asking how they can help, 
as part of the Made In Canada Project. 
 As part of Canada’s COVID-19 
Economic Response Plan: the Canada 
Emergency Wage Subsidy has helped 
support more than 3.8 million employ-
ees; more than 780,000 applicants have 
been approved for the Canada Emer-
gency Business Account loan;  Canada 
Emergency Response Benefit has helped 
more than 9 million Canadians, includ-
ing self-employed entrepreneurs; the 
Canada Emergency Commercial Rent As-
sistance program has helped more than 
130,000 small business tenants and 
supported over 1.18 million employees, 
and the new Canada Emergency Rent 
Subsidy will continue to help businesses 
with fixed costs until Summer 2021; and 
the Regional Relief and Recovery Fund 
has invested $1.5 billion in more than 
12,000 businesses, protecting almost 
95,000 jobs across the country.
 At the same time, our government 
invested $405 million in the National 
Research Council of Canada’s Industrial 
Research Assistance Program (IRAP) to 
support small and medium-sized enter-
prises as they undertake the develop-
ment and commercialization of innova-
tive, technology-driven new or improved 
products, services or processes. These 
are part of a wide range of supports we 
continue to deliver to help businesses 
bridge to better times and position them 
for future growth and success. 
 Emerging sectors like agri-tech and 
clean tech represent enormous strategic 
opportunities and growth in a post-
COVID global landscape. They will be at 
the forefront of a strong and sustainable 
economic recovery.

grateful for their extraordinary efforts 
and their collaboration with us as we 
deal with the second wave of COVID-19 
and flu season.
 The COVID-19 pandemic and the 
global surge in demand for PPE has 
exposed the fragility of international 
supply chains. To ensure preparedness 
for future needs and reduce reliance on 
foreign manufacturers, the province has 

committed to strengthening Ontario’s 
domestic supply chain.
 Since this pandemic began, the 
response from our health/medical tech 
and manufacturing industries has been 
incredible. We have been working closely 
with our business community to mobilize 
Ontario’s manufacturing and innovation 
might to respond to COVID-19.
  Earlier this year, we called on 
Ontario’s business community to help 
us in the fight against COVID-19 through 
the Ontario Together Portal. We were not 
disappointed — the portal has received 
more than 29,000 submissions since its 
launch. It allows businesses to submit 
solutions and proposals for products 
and services. The business community 
came through with their supplies and 
ideas to help protect our frontline work-
ers, Ontarians and businesses.
  We also launched the Ontario  
Together Fund, a new $50 million 
fund, to provide immediate support to 
businesses and organizations to join the 
province to combat COVID-19. We are 
helping companies make investments to 
build their capacity or provide technolog-
ical solutions, either in new equipment 
or retooling, so they can quickly pivot to 
manufacture the supplies and equip-
ment needed in the healthcare sector 
and in other critical public services.”

From The Honourable Christine Elliott, 
Ontario’s Deputy Premier and Minister 
of Health
“Nothing is more important than 
protecting the health and safety of 
patients and the frontline workers 
caring for them. Our frontline heroes 
have risen to the unique challenges 
presented by COVID-19 by continuing to 
support and care for patients. We are 

CHRISTINE
ELLIOTT

Q&A with The Honourable Mary Ng,  
Canada’s Minister of Small Business, 
Export Promotion and International Trade

The Spark: Your government has done a 
remarkable job in supporting small busi-
ness owners. Why was it so important to 
bring measures in right from the outset? 
 
Minister Mary Ng (MN): Small businesses 
are at the heart of our community. They 
add vitality and colour to our neighbour-
hoods. They are the lifeblood of our cities 
and towns across the country by employ-
ing more than 8.5 million Canadians.
 Over the past few months, we’ve 
all seen the handwritten “Closed Due to 
COVID” signs on local bookstores and 
barbershops. The impact of this crisis on 
entrepreneurs and their staff cannot be 
overstated as we recognize the sacrific-
es they’ve had to make, in many cases 
putting their livelihoods on hold to keep 
people safe. Business owners know that 
behind those storefronts are stories of 
perseverance and resourcefulness.
From the very beginning, our government 
made the decision to do whatever it took 
to keep businesses afloat and bridge 
them to better times. That is why we 
stepped up to help entrepreneurs keep 

From The Honourable Minister Navdeep Bains, Canada’s Minister of Innovation, Science 
and Industry, about the innovation of Ontarians during the COVID-19 pandemic
“The COVID-19 pandemic has been a major challenge for governments, businesses 
and all Ontarians. I have been consistently impressed and moved by the effort and 
compassion shown by Ontarians in light of this major disruption to our lives. I have 
watched Ontarians step up, retool, research and design our way out of this crisis. We 
have seen Ontario’s innovators stepping up to the plate, from auto manufacturers us-
ing their expertise to make medical masks, whisky distilleries pivoting to hand-sanitiz-
er production, hockey gear companies making medical-grade face shields, and the list 
goes on. Ontarians have shown just how far they are willing to go for their neighbours, 
and for that, I applaud the innovators across our province.”

NAVDEEP
BAINS
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Q&A with Rocco Rossi, president and 
CEO of the Ontario Chamber of Commerce 

The Spark: So many businesses have 
shined during COVID. As the president 
and CEO of the Ontario Chamber of  
Commerce (OCC), what have you seen? 

Rocco Rossi (RR): We produced a report 
in September called “Small Business, 
Big impact,” which is 28 case studies 
of companies that have pivoted during 
this time. Necessity is the mother of 
invention and yes, there are lots of sad 
stories and there are stories of busi-
nesses being crushed, but there are also 
examples of incredible resilience. It’s 
that resilience and creativity that’s key 
to getting through this. There are also so 
many stories of incredible generosities. 
Crisis tests character, and so many busi-

nesses and Ontarians have truly risen to 
the challenge. 

The Spark: The OCC has really continued 
to advocate for small businesses during 
COVID. Why has it been so important for 
you to continue that advocacy at this time? 

RR: In many respects, we’ve never  
been more relevant, because at a  
time of great crisis, most small and 
medium-sized businesses in particular 
have people wearing multiple hats, 
which means they can’t spend time go-
ing through government documents and 
regulations in terms of what programs 
are being set up, what the qualifications 
are, etc. Having a source they can go 
to for answers to questions and also to 
advocate for them and give feedback 
to the government where the programs 
weren’t working has been crucial. And 
governments similarly in this time have 
turned to the OCC as a channel and 
partner to think through rapid iteration 
of programs. The reality is that govern-
ments are not designed to work quickly 
and for good reason — they’re supposed 
to study issues, do focus groups and 
think through consequences, but COVID 
has not given us that luxury. The gov-
ernment has been creating policy and 
they’ve been willing to change and adapt 
to fit the needs of businesses. They’ve 
listened to us as we’ve been speaking on 

behalf of our members and pointing out 
where things aren’t working. 

The Spark: At a briefing in May,  
Premier Doug Ford talked about Ontario 
Spirit and the innovative ideas and solu-
tions coming from Ontario businesses. 
The OCC has been doing their own 
program: #DifferenceMakers. What’s your 
message to those #DifferenceMakers 
who’ve accomplished such amazing 
things during such a difficult time? 

RR: They inspire us all and they also offer 
case studies of what is possible, and that 
really helps others to go forward. There 
were early adopters on the conversion, 
for instance distilleries pivoting to hand 
sanitizer, and when people saw that it 
could be done, they joined in. We had 
people using 3D printers to produce face 
shields. There’s been so much creativity 
and inspiration, and these businesses 
have provided models for others, as well 
as hope in a time when people see a lot 
of darkness and a lot of pain. We have 
lost thousands of businesses and we 
will lose more before this is over. There 
are many sectors, particularly in tourism, 
which have a very long road ahead of 
them. These #DifferenceMakers have 
been crucial — they’ve really stepped 
up. The true character of our business 
community has come forward and that is 
a source of incredible pride for us. 

 Many companies and organizations 
have received support from the Ontario 
Together Fund, including: Virox Technol-
ogies, Southmedic, Sterling Industries, 
SRB Technologies, CSA Group Testing & 
Certification, Eclipse Innovations, Clean 
Works Medical and Pure Life Machinery, 
Inovex, MetricAid, New Ontario Brewing, 
Dairy Distillery, Smart Safe Science and 
Linamar. The organizations include Cana-
dian Manufacturers and Exporters and the 
Canadian Council for Aboriginal Business.
 The reopening of our economy 
would not be possible without the collec-
tive efforts of communities, businesses 
and workers in every corner of this 
province. Together, we will ensure we are 
prepared with Ontario-made solutions 
to respond to needs and challenges now 
and in the future as we continue on the 
road to economic recovery.

The Spark: At a briefing in May, you 
spoke about Ontario stepping up at the 
outset of the crisis, not only keeping 
customers safe, but coming up with 
“innovative ideas and solutions that 
represent the best of the Ontario spirit.” 
What would you like to say to the com-

Q&A with The Honourable Victor Fedeli, 
Ontario’s Minister of Economic  
Development, Job Creation and Trade

The Spark: Your government put $50 
million into the Ontario Together Fund, 
celebrating a made-in-Ontario approach 
and designed to help companies retool 
or buy new equipment to be able to 
make PPE. What was the response from 
innovators and leaders of tech companies 
across the province? 

Vic Fedeli (VF): At the outset of the 
pandemic, our government called on 
Ontario’s business community to help 
us in the fight against COVID-19 through 
the Ontario Together Portal. We were 
blown away by the response. Ontario’s 
business community came through with 
their supplies, their innovation and their 
ideas to help protect our frontline work-
ers and vulnerable Ontario individuals 
and businesses.
 In addition, through the Ontario 
Together Fund, launched in April, we are 
providing immediate support to business-
es and organizations who team up with 
the province to combat COVID-19.

panies that took your words to heart and 
accomplished so much during such an 
unprecedented time? 

VF: Since this pandemic began, the re-
sponse from business owners, workers, 
communities and people from across 
Ontario has been incredible. We have 
seen, first-hand, ingenuity and persever-
ance on display in every corner of the 
province. Our business community has 
continued to step up and demonstrate 
the best of the Ontario spirit and provide 
innovative solutions to our frontline 
workers and people across Ontario with 
the critical supplies they need. Thanks to 
the ongoing efforts of countless compa-
nies across the province, we will emerge 
from this pandemic stronger and more 
resilient than ever before.

The Spark: You have also said the  
province will need to lean on the tech 
sector to lead Ontario to a place of  
manufacturing strength when we’re 
through the pandemic. What can you 
say to entrepreneurs and small business 
owners in the innovation ecosystem 
about their role in supporting this and 
getting us through the pandemic? 

VF: Ontario’s entrepreneurs and small 
businesses play a critical role in our 
communities by creating employment, 
supplying larger companies and contrib-
uting innovative new ideas, processes 
and resources to the economy. Our gov-
ernment also recognizes that COVID-19 
has created unprecedented challenges 
for small businesses across Ontario. 
We continue to do everything we can 
to help small businesses overcome 
this difficult time and understand that 
timely support is critical to helping 
small businesses remain viable. We are 
continuing to speak with small business 
owners and associations to hear about 
the impacts they are experiencing and 
how our government can support them 
in their economic recovery journey over 
the long term.

 Throughout this pandemic, we 
have participated in more than 70 
virtual roundtables with small business 
stakeholders — including restaurant 
owners, manufacturers and main-street 
businesses — to hear their stories and 
learn what we, as a government, can do 
to help. In addition, we continue to meet 
with innovation stakeholders to hear 
directly from them on potential short and 
long-term opportunities for Ontario to 
leverage its strengths and continue to be 
a global innovation leader.
 Furthermore, as Canada’s most 

patent-intensive province and largest 
producer of world-class research, it is 
important to ensure that Ontarians bene-
fit from investments in COVID-19-related 
research and development activities.
 That’s why we are strengthening 
Ontario’s intellectual property position 
through the Intellectual Property Action 
Plan. This plan will drive Ontario’s long-
term economic competitiveness with 
a made-in-Ontario focus by prioritizing 
intellectual property generation, protec-
tion and commercialization. It will  
identify and provide supports for all 

those involved in research, innovation 
and commercialization, and help ensure 
that any economic outcomes generat-
ed by Ontario research and innovation 
remain in Ontario. This includes post-
secondary institutions, established and 
growing businesses, Regional Innovation 
Centres (RICs) and other organizations 
that help early-stage businesses and 
entrepreneurs.
 The IP Action Plan will give startups 
and entrepreneurs tools to protect, 
leverage and commercialize their ideas 
to support economic recovery.

ROCCO
ROSSI

VIC
FEDELI
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www.lhearn.ca
905-576-8711 ext. 34727
lhearn@lh.ca

WELCOME TO THE LHEARN CENTRE
Lakeridge Health's Education and Research Network

Our Hub for Cutting Edge Training, Education and Research

VIRTUAL TRAINING 3D PRINT LAB

Due to COVID-19, the LHEARN Centre has gone
virtual! We are now offering courses such as

Critical Care Response Team (CCRT) completely
online, with virtual lectures and simulation.

The new 3D Print Lab in the LHEARN Centre
has endless possibilities! During this trying

time, it has given us the opportunity to supply
additional hands-on resources.

Interested in learning more?

Upcoming Events to Highlight
• I Am…A Woman in Business
• 2021 Mayors’ Address
• Business Links Golf Tournament
• Sales & Marketing Forum
• and much more!

Joining the Ajax-Pickering Board of Trade 
can help you grow your business, offer tangible 
economic benefits, expand your business’s social 
network, and provide an inroad into the political 
structure of your community.

Join Us! 
Why should I become a member?
Gain access to the Chambers of Commerce Group Insurance Plan, 
Canada’s #1 group benefits plan for business.

Receive Member to Member savings, save on office supplies and furniture 
from Grand & Toy, fuel, processing credit card transactions, home and 
auto insurance, HR services, business training courses, and so much more.

With over 70 events held annually, you will have the chance to network 
with like-minded business owners, learn new ways of doing business 
from our educational series, and have the opportunity to participate in 
political roundtables.

Members can also play an active role in shaping public policy including 
advocating for ways to support businesses as we navigate through Covid-19.

                

What does is cost?
It ranges from $250/year for a one-to-two-person business or home office, 
to $325/year for the three-to-nine employee range, to $560/year or more for 
businesses that have grown to 50+ employees. 

Monthly payments options are available. Mention this ad at time of joining 
for a special savings code. 

 

Call 905-686-0883 or email info@apboardoftrade.com
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 Benefits

• Quality curated deal flow 

 (startup, seed and scaling)

• Collaborative due diligence

• Education seminars

• Connection to great incubators 

 and accelerators
 

 Sept 2020-Aug 2021 
 Highlights

• 50+ Equation Angel events including 

 First Look, Investment Meetings, 

 and Peer to Peer Networking

• 99+ company pitches to  

 120 Equation Angel Members

• Pre-seed, seed, later seed and 

 Series A

Angels from across Southwestern Ontario:

• Hamilton/Halton Region/Mississauga (Angel One)

• Kitchener/Waterloo/Cambridge/Guelph (GTAN)

• London/Sarnia (SWO Angels)

• Windsor-Essex/Chatham-Kent (WECAN)

Ontario’s Largest 
Angel Group

Be Part of the Equation.equationangels.com

GOLD MINE 
BY LISA VAN DE GEYN

In conversation with Asif Khan, founder and CEO of GroundLevel Insights: 
How this Durham Region-based tech startup turned its data aggregating 
capabilities into more than one way to support businesses during COVID. 
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and time stamp on it and we send it as a screen shot to the 
manager or security guard in the building so they can go have a 
conversation with that individual. That’s how we’re adapting the 
platform for COVID purposes to help these businesses in terms 
of mask compliance, social distancing compliance and capacity 
restrictions.

The Spark: Tell us about the other service  
you started during COVID.  
AK: We recently launched a program called CANATRACETM 
in October. We know bars and restaurants, in particular, are 
required to collect contact-tracing data — name, email address 
and phone number. I’ve been around at least 100 restaurants 
in Durham Region and everywhere I’ve seen, it’s a pen-and- 
paper system. You go in, they’ve got a little notebook at the 
door and you write your information down. It’s terrible. You’ve 
got everyone touching the same pen, the notebook has your 
own handwriting in it and everyone’s data is just publicly avail-
able. It’s not an efficient way to do this. And these restaurant 
owners are just trying to survive and stay compliant but they’re 
not in the business of managing people’s data, privacy and se-
curity. But we are. We launched a program where we said we’ll 
build a tool for these owners using a QR code to collect and 
manage that data. And we’re doing it for free for any business 
that wants this across the country, just to help out. 
 For example, we create a custom QR code for every 
business that wants this service. We send them the image 
file and they post it in their business. When customers come 
in, they just scan the 
QR code, fill out the 
required information 
on their phones and 
that’s it. They get a 
green checkmark. 
It’s all date and time 
stamped, and the 
data is managed 
and stored. What 
happens is, if the 
business owner 
is contacted by 
public health and 
they say some-
body was there 
last Tuesday who’s tested 
positive, all they have to do is come into the dashboard 
we give them and click one button and it sends a request to us. 
We’ll send the data on their behalf to public health. They don’t 
have to worry about it — it’s all digital. They don’t have to read 
someone’s chicken scratch. It’s a much more effective system 
and we’re happy to be offering this to business owners for free. 
It’s our way of helping. 

who have been to certain places and modelling their behaviour 
to help the owners and operators of these businesses under-
stand the movements of the population and how that would be 
beneficial to your business. If I’m the owner of this gallery and I 
was looking at this data for several weeks, I’d see trends start 
to develop. I might say, “Hey, it looks like a lot of my customers 
who come into the gallery are also customers of Bar X. Why 
don’t I reach out to the owner of Bar X and see if we can set up 
a cross-promotion, because the data says people who come 
into my gallery are also his customers.” In COVID times, when 
traffic is down across the board in every industry sector, having 
data like this can help you by partnering together — the boats 
can rise together, as they say. That’s the base of our core prod-
uct. And then COVID hit. 

The Spark: And what happened then?
AK: Here’s our pivot story. When COVID hit we were sitting on 
this data platform and we were thinking about how can we 
adapt it even further to help businesses that are struggling. 
We also have two sensor products that are part of the bigger 
system — hardware-based solutions that integrate with our core 
data platform. One is a device that you stick above the entrance 
to the store or business and it uses thermal imaging to simply 
count how many people are coming in and out of a business in 
real time. When COVID started, you may have been in a grocery 
store or business and early on we saw a lot of people standing 
at the doors with click counters counting how many people were 
coming in. Paying someone to stand there and do that is not 
a great use of that person’s salary when they could be doing 
something else. What our product does is it counts people dig-
itally and gives you an accurate count of how many people are 
in and out of your building. So when governments come in and 
set capacity restrictions on businesses, like you’re not allowed 
to have more than, say, 50 people, this is giving you a constant 
and accurate count of what’s going on and if you’re getting close 
to that number we can flag that and send you notifications.

The Spark: What’s your other device? 
AK: We have one that you plug in on top of your existing security 
camera system and we run facial-detection algorithms to 
analyze the security camera footage in real time to measure 
things like demographics — we can find out how many females 
and males have been in the store, their approximate ages, etc. 
When COVID hit, we built a new algorithm to help businesses 
measure social distancing and face mask compliance. We have 
the ability to analyze video in real time to see if people are wear-
ing masks or not. And if that’s mandatory for your business, 
this is an incredibly powerful way to stay on top of that. We call 
it mask-detection violations and so if somebody is not wearing 
a mask or if they’re not wearing it properly, we consider that a 
violation. What happens is because we’re analyzing the video in 
real time, we take a screen shot of the violation, we put a date 

And it’s not only apps; we also have cellular data as well — it’s 
coming from a lot of different sources. 

The Spark: How exactly does it work? 
AK: What happens is you would log in and you would see your 
listing. Then on the right-hand side, you see what we call audi-
ence data. If you were a client of ours, we would build you your 
own dashboard for your store or business. Essentially what hap-
pens is you would log in, you would see your listing and then you 
would see visit data. Everything we look at is anonymous — we 
don’t know that it’s your phone, we just know that every phone 
out there has a unique identifier and we’re able to see the be-
haviour of where that device goes over time. And we’re seeing 
this for groups of people, from millions and millions of devices 
around the world and then the artificial intelligence engine is  
ingesting all of that and coming up with these insights. We’re 
kind of watching everywhere people go by looking at mobile 
data. So what we’re saying is over the last week, 1,152 people 
have visited these five locations, I can tell you how many are 
repeat, first time and on average, people are spending about  
25 minutes. So that’s quite interesting insight if you’re a busi-
ness owner. This is valuable information. 

The Spark: Give us an example of a business  
and how this is used. 
AK: Let’s say you were the owner of a gallery and you logged in. 
What you’d be able to see, for example, are orange dots — they 
tell you the most popular bars people go to before they come 
into your gallery. The blue dots represent the most popular bars 
people go to after the gallery. There’s nothing specific about any 
one individual — we’re looking at segments of the population 

The Spark: Tell us about yourself. 
Asif Khan (AK): I’m a serial tech entrepreneur and I’ve always 
been in tech. I did my time in Silicon Valley in the late 1990s 
and when the market crashed, I came home to Toronto, where 
I’m from, and started building companies. I’ve been building 
tech companies for 20 years. 

The Spark: What’s your latest venture? 
AK: A little background first — I started an organization called 
the Location Based Marketing Association — it’s a non-profit 
trade association global entity that represents the industry 
of location-based marketing. It’s the field of tracking people’s 
mobile devices and deriving insights from that. 
 My latest venture is GroundLevel Insights, which is based 
in Pickering, Ont., and we’re taking all of this kind of location 
data coming from apps, cellular networks, social posts — any-
thing we can get our hands on that has some sort of location 
element to it — and we take this data and push it through an 
artificial intelligence agent to derive insights from that. The idea 
of the insights is to help businesses of all shapes and forms in 
all industries really understand who their cohorts of customers 
are, where they come from, how often they visit, their physical 
locations, the stores they go to, etc. We have a lot of data on 
every business on the planet pretty much and we can tell you 
how many people have been to a business, how many of those 
people are first-time visitors, repeat visitors and how long they 
stay on average. We have billions and billions of records of data 
that we’re processing on a daily basis on a global scale. We pull 
from more than 12,000 apps that we have access to where 
we can get location data from. These are apps like Uber, Wayz, 
Starbucks, CNN, weather — pretty much every app out there. 

“When governments come in and set 
capacity restrictions on businesses, 
like you’re not allowed to have more 
than, say, 50 people, this is giving 
you a constant and accurate count of 
what’s going on and if you’re getting 
close to that number, we can flag that 
and send you notifications.”
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PIVOTS
BY LISA VAN DE GEYN

Ontario-based businesses and the  
innovation born as a result of COVID-19. Celebrating24
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1
DAIRY DISTILLERY
Almonte

bottles for hand sanitizer — but we quick-
ly got into a new rhythm.” McDonald says 
something he’s learned from pivoting is 
just how fragile the world’s supply chain 
is. “I figured large producers would be 
able to supply a simple commodity like 
sanitizer, but even large organizations 
couldn’t get it. That was an eye-opener.” 
 Since bringing hand sanitizer into 
their offerings, McDonald says the team 
has been kept busy every day — demand 
for sanitizer continues to be high. “We 
added six new team members to keep 
up with the demand. Our core vodka 
business continues to grow, despite the 
challenges of COVID-19,” he says. “We 
hope to add sanitizer as a new business 
line going forward.” •

Making vodka is one thing; making 
hand sanitizer is another. That’s 

something Omid McDonald, CEO and 
founder of Dairy Distillery in Almonte, 
Ont., discovered last spring when he 
and his team decided to pivot. Es-
tablished three years ago in a 19th 
century mill town in the east end of the 
province, Dairy Distillery opened with 
the plan to make vodka from unused 
dairy by-product — an undoubtedly 
uncommon practice. “We worked with 
the University of Ottawa to develop 
the technology to convert lactose into 
delicious alcohol. In 2018, we built our 
distillery and launched our first product, 
Vodkow, an unbelievably smooth vodka, 
now available at LCBO stores across the 
province,” McDonald says proudly.
 At the beginning of 2020, the dis-
tillery was bustling — McDonald and his 
employees were making thousands of 
bottles of Vodkow, until they received a 
vital request. “I got a call from The  
Ottawa Hospital looking for hand sani-
tizer. When a hospital calls for sanitizer, 
there is only one answer: ‘How much 
do you need?’” McDonald says. “We 
fortunately had 10,000 bottles worth of 
Vodkow waiting to be packaged, so we 
redistilled it to make sanitizer. The tran-
sition was difficult at first — for example, 
it was difficult to get the ingredients and 

“I figured large producers would be able  
to supply a simple commodity like sanitizer, 
but even large organizations couldn’t get it. 
That was an eye-opener.”

products are able to help in the fight 
against COVID-19. Our expertise has 
been requested and driven to many new 
areas. We also saw new needs, creat-
ing several new efforts to bring to this 
market.
 
The Spark: What have you learned 
from pivoting? How did your day to day 
change?

MC: We found a lot of misinformation 
and fear outside of acute healthcare 
around transmission vectors, possible 
responses and staff concerns. We have 
spent a lot of time getting the industry 
to understand the options and effective-
ness for their spaces.
 
The Spark: What has business been 
like since COVID?

MC: Our business has been very hectic. 
A lot of new discussions, virtual meet-
ings, presentations and sales efforts, 
building order backlogs and sourcing 
components. Starting a lot of develop-
ment efforts for new products, produc-
tion and engineering while expanding  
our facility. •

disinfecting hospital technology” was 
awarded a 2017 Top 10 World Patient 
Safety Innovation by the Patient Safety 
Movement, a world-renowned interna-
tional patient advocacy group. 
 Prescientx is also a founding 
member of CHAIR Canada, a coalition of 
academia and industry partners with a 
10-year mandate to reduce preventable 
healthcare acquired infections (HAIs) 
by 80 percent by 2024. This technology 
has the potential in Canada to prevent 
100,000 HAIs, free up 2,500 hospital 
beds and save $2.5 billion annually. 

The Spark: What were you working on 
prior to March 2020?

MC: Our main focus was on acute care, 
hospitals and long-term care. COVID-19 
did generate a lot of new activity for 
development. 

The Spark: When did you decide your 
business could change course to support 
fighting the pandemic, and how exactly 
did you do it? Was it a difficult transition?

MC: Our pivot was more about expand-
ing our markets and customers, as our 

The Spark: Tell us about Prescientx. 
When was it established and what exactly 
do you do? 

Mackenzie Clement, office  
manager: Prescientx is a Waterloo 
Region startup and the world leader in 
Engineered Infection Prevention (EIP). 
We offer a collection of solutions to 
reduction bioburden/transmission of 
pathogens that are built-in to infrastruc-
ture to lower infection transmission. EIP, 
also known as “automated self- 

Cambridge

2
PRESCIENTX

Ill
us

tr
at

io
n 

cr
ed

it 
(p

re
vi

ou
s 

pa
ge

): 
iS

to
ck

/z
ub

ad
a;

 (t
hi

s 
pa

ge
) i

St
oc

k/
M

yk
yt

a 
Iv

an
ov

.

44  THE SPARK SPECIAL // WINTER 2020/2021



46  THE SPARK SPECIAL // WINTER 2020/2021 THE SPARK SPECIAL // WINTER 2020/2021   47

3
QUINTE MARINE  
CANVAS & UPHOLSTERY
Belleville

face shields and there 
was a surplus of unsold shields, Gannon 
learned he’d be able to reopen the shop, 
but it wouldn’t be business as usual. 
“It’s since been very different,” he says. 
“It will take time to recoup the losses of 
being shut down. The government loan 
helped, but it still needs to be repaid. 
We can only hope that more people will 
buy local and help keep businesses alive 
during the struggle of getting to a new 
normal.” The team at Quinte Marine has 
gone back to their regular operations 
— canvas work and custom projects — 
though they’re not going to clients’ boats 
at this time. “It’s a big change for us. 
We’re definitely seeing a lot more people 
though, as we’re still selling face shields 
to the public and businesses that require 
them,” he adds. “It has been quite the 
experience and a lot of feel-good mo-
ments have come out of helping others 
stay safe.” •

Grant Gannon and his team at Quinte 
Marine Canvas & Upholstery have 

their work down to a science. Gannon, 
the owner and operator, has been in 
business for more than 15 years in 
Hastings County, fabricating and custom-
izing boat covers, enclosures and marine  
upholstery. Before last March, the team 
were busy finishing their winter projects 
for boating customers, and they were 
getting ready for the big spring launch. 
Their booth at the local boat show was 
set up and ready to go on March 13. 
 “We ended up closing during the 
show — we closed for three weeks,” Gan-
non says. “After being closed for about 
a week, we realized this may be a longer 
shut down that just a week’s holiday, 
and we started brainstorming ways we 
could still pay our shop lease and bills.” 
That’s when Gannon and his son would 
head to the shop (they were closed to 
the public) and try their hands at making 
face masks and other kinds of PPE. “We 
soon realized that just the two of us 
would not be able to make a big enough 
impact or enough money on our own. We 
then started looking into face shields as 
there was just starting to be a need for 
them, and we realized we had the equip-
ment, supplies and know-how to produce 
them,” he says. “We quickly did a test 

run and were able to 
produce 200 a day. 
We knew we were 
on the right track.”  
 Gannon says 
it took about a 
week to remodel 
their shop into 
an assembly line. When 
production started, it moved quickly. 
“Since we have an automated cutting 
table, we were able to utilize its speed to 
cut out the clear vinyl for the face shields 
at an astonishing rate of 60 shields every 
nine minutes. Once into production, my 
wife was able to come and work occas-
sionally, and between the three family 
members, we produced nearly 8,000 
face shields.”
 Their success came with lessons — 
they learned that when times change, 
their company focus can change. “We 
ceased all regular business to assist in 
the COVID fight by producing as many 
face shields as we could while keeping 
our own family safe,” says Gannon, add-
ing they sold many of their face shields at 
the break-even point, and received cash 
donations that they put toward purchas-
ing shields and donating them, mostly to 
nursing homes. 
 By the time Ontario had enough 

46  THE SPARK SPECIAL // WINTER 2020/2021 THE SPARK SPECIAL // WINTER 2020/2021   47



48  THE SPARK SPECIAL // WINTER 2020/2021 THE SPARK SPECIAL // WINTER 2020/2021   49

to take care of their patients and spend 
less time on administration. The features 
are outstanding: electronic prescribing 
(with prescriptions automatically sent to 
pharmacies); scheduling of virtual visits 
and appointments; the ability to assess 
symptoms and severity of symptoms; 
monitor patients in isolation; high-defi-
nition calls on mobile and computer; 
instant messaging between staff and 
patients; collection of digital orders; 
access to medication history; 
and billing with OHIP billing 
codes (codes include 
assessments of patients 
via phone or video, 
mental health care  
and consultations,  
for example).
 Changing course 
wasn’t too tall an or-
der. “Social distancing 
is something we’re all 
listening to since COVID. 
Our solution is anti-COVID 
because our idea was to make 
doctors virtually available and make the 
healthcare data available on a remote 
base but in a secure manner, and that 
is a thought process behind the idea of 
Writi,” says Patel. The Writi system has 
been implemented on several long-term 
care homes, including Holland Christian 
Homes in Brampton, Ont., where about 
20 residents and staff tested positive 
for the virus. In a testimonial, the home 
lauded the positive impact Writi has had 
on its compliance and workflow. “In a 
pessimistic situation, everyone at work 
or home could get the virus, but we 
do not all have to get sick at the 
same time if we can limit and not 
overload the hospital system, the 
supply of hospital beds, doctors 
and ventilators,” Patel says.  
“We are fortunate to have Writi 
to make more things virtually 
and to slow down this virus. 
Overall, we will slow down the 
transmission long enough to have 
vaccines available before most  
of the population is exposed.” •

In the early days of the pandemic, no 
one knew COVID-19’s reach. Back then, 

there were a plethora of unanswered 
questions, including two that just about 
everyone was asking: “Who is most at 
risk?” and “Where will the virus hit hard-
est?” The answer would quickly become 
evident. With nearly half of Canada’s 
COVID deaths occurring in long-term 

care homes across the country — and 
provinces and territories experiencing a 
second wave — Canada’s seniors aren’t 
out of the woods yet. In fact, the virus 
continues to have a stronghold on our 
most vulnerable members of society. 
 Startup Writi is made up of a team 
of healthcare professionals, developers 
and engineers who run a cloud-based 
medication-management software (avail-
able on computer browsers and mobile 
devices) that aims to give physicians a 
digital place where they can manage 
patient information and acute orders 
and review medication, charts and more.  

“The system supports digital com-
munication, record maintenance and 
workflow of patient-related orders and 
documentation. Information flows seam-
lessly into the patient’s health record 
and is securely accessible by local and 
remote healthcare partners,” says Parth 
Patel, Writi’s CEO. The company con-
nects healthcare providers, care homes, 
institutions, pharmacies, caregivers 
and patients in a digital space that 
allows collaboration. Their system allows 
doctors and nurses to capture and share 
vital information. “Our virtual healthcare 
platform also facilitates secure billing 
and reporting associating with virtual 
healthcare, and is integrated with Telus 
Health Solutions. Writi is partnered with 
and integrates into both PointClickCare 
and MED e-care, leading cloud-based 
platforms that serve most of Canada’s 
long-term care and retirement homes.” 
 Prior to last March, Patel says the 
Writi team was focusing on creating new 
modules to make the lives of residents 
smoother by investing in automation to 
make nursing work more efficient. They 

also focused on making healthcare data 
available virtually for outpatient facil-
ities. Of course, they didn’t know that 
within weeks, their business would pivot. 
On April 10, Writi Virtual Healthcare’s 
telemedicine solution (compliant with 
both Canada’s Personal Health Infor-
mation Protection Act and the United 
States’ Health Insurance Portability and 
Accountability Act) was launched to help 
senior healthcare professionals manage 
residents’ health and hopefully help stop 
the spread of COVID. 
 This telehealth service aimed to give 
administrators and physicians more time 

Burlington

4
WRITI

“The system supports digital communication, 
record maintenance and workflow of  
patient-related orders and documentation.”
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The pivot.
Sara Ainslie, community partnership 
director: In the past several months, our 
company has managed to respond to the 
calls to action by Health Canada and our 
community to alter our regular produc-

tion lines and pivot to help and serve our 
community with the permanent addition 
of hand sanitizer.
 Through this process we were able 
to hire 12 new employees in the Perth 
region, and more than a dozen across 

Ontario (we are still recruiting). Being 
able to provide new job opportunities 
during a global crisis has had a positive 
impact on the morale of many within the 
company and our community.

The mandate. 
Part of our mandate from the onset of 
the pandemic was to kill the virus and 
take care of our neighbours. Our compa-
ny has been able to donate 10 percent 
of all sanitizer sales to our community. 
We also worked closely with six business 
improvement areas in our surrounding 
area to donate more than 700 sanitizer 
startup kits to help them get ready for 
their clients when they opened.

Additional points of pride. 
We have been community-driven since 
our inception. Our marketing strategy 
and budget has always been funnelled 
directly to supporting community fund-
raising and awareness initiatives across 
Ontario. We are members of Tourism 
Industry Association of Ontario, Made in 
Ontario, Ontario Craft Distillers Associ-
ation and Feast On Certified. We also 
created our own initiative called  
#MoreTrees, where for every bottle sold, 
we plant a tree in the community where 
the bottle is purchased from. We recent-
ly donated 150 trees to Perth veterans 
and their families. •

Perth

5
TOP SHELF DISTILLERS

“Being able to provide new job opportunities 
during a global crisis has had a positive  
impact on the morale of many within the  
company and our community.” Tilbury

6
AUTOLIV

The company’s backstory.
Ryan Stevens, plant manager, and Tom 
Hajkus, communications: Autoliv has 
been the worldwide leader in vehicle 
safety systems for more than 65 years. 
The company develops, manufactures 
and markets protective systems such as 
airbags, seatbelts, steering wheels and 
pedestrian protection for all major auto-
motive manufacturers around the globe. 
Its products save more than 30,000 
lives each year and prevent 10 times as 
many severe injuries. There are more 
than 65,000 employees in 27 countries. 
Chances are that the car, truck, SUV 
or crossover you have parked on your 
driveway contains at least one Autoliv 
safety product.

Before COVID. 
Prior to March, we were focused on our 
standard products, automotive inflatable 
curtain airbags. The One-Piece Woven 
airbag — otherwise known as the side 
curtain airbag — provides occupant pro-
tection in the event of a side or T-bone 
crash. 

Helping fight the pandemic. 
Being agile is one of our strengths, but 
we didn’t necessarily pivot because our 
focus remained on safety, which is what 
we do best. Instead, we reimagined our 
resources and capabilities which allowed 

nearly 168,000 square meters worth 
of material on a regular basis since the 
initiative began. Prototypes were built 
within 72 hours; testing took two weeks.  

Lessons learned. 
There has certainly been a learning 
curve to balancing our core automo-
tive product. “But the core premise 
remained: having life-saving products 
at-the-ready for when they are need-
ed.” While we are using our standard 
materials and process to create medical 
gown fabric, the construction is much 
lighter than our airbag material. We have 
overcome many technical hurdles to run 
it on production equipment at production 
rate, and then be able to changeover to 
our standard automotive product. 
 We also learned how much pride 
we have in knowing we are part of the 
COVID relief response. Our core automo-
tive product is all about saving lives. Now 
we have a complementary product that 
does the same. •

us to extend upon our vision of saving 
more lives and utilize our existing oper-
ations and machinery for this very im-
portant purpose. We were confident that 
if our standard airbag material would 
pass the requirements, it would be 
easy to immediately transition to COVID 
relief — making medical gowns while still 
fulfilling the company’s vision of Saving 
More Lives. The biggest obstacles were 
testing to confirm whether our material 
would work in a medical gown configu-
ration. We were honored to receive the 
call from the government to assist and 
were humbled to be recognized by name 
by Prime Minister Trudeau in one of 
his daily briefings to announce that we 
joined 20 other companies to help in this 
country-wide effort.  
 A Level 2 gown is the type needed 
for healthcare professionals to continue 
the fight against COVID-19. Level 3 and 
4 gowns are surgical rated. Level 2 is 58 
percent of the gown market in Canada, 
and Autoliv Tilbury has been making 
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Thunder Bay

7
SUPERIOR STRATEGIES

 
Pre-COVID.
Prior to the onset of COVID here in 
Ontario, we were working hard to sustain 
the operation of our supply business. As 
much as the call from corporate Canada 
was to do business with Indigenous 
businesses, we struggled to get added 
to vendor lists, or even get opportuni-
ties to quote on projects. We were also 
struggling with securing up our supply 
lines so that we could be competitive in 
the market, if and when we were asked 
to bid on projects. We were fortunate to 
have our training and consulting busi-
ness, which was performing well, and 
that helped carry along our supply busi-
ness. Pre-COVID, we were in the process 
of placing our first order of Warrior Work 
Wear, which is our own private label 
workwear and we were really excited to 
launch, but that got put on hold due to 
the worldwide effects of the virus. We 
had a significant amount of money tied 
up with that order.

The pivot.
It was very early on, probably mid-March, 
when a group of colleagues and I were 

About the company. 
Jason Thompson, president: Superior 
Strategies launched in 2010; the com-
pany was started as a way to help cover 
costs associated with a return to school 
for my wife, as her and I were both 
working in the forest industry, and at 
the time, the industry was going through 
dark times. We saw the need for a career 
change. Superior Strategies initially 
formed as a safety training and consult-
ing business. The training and consult-
ing side continued to grow year after 
year, and in 2018, we decided to add 
the supply side of our business and we 
launched Superior Strategies Supply & 
Service. The supply side was developed 
based on my very active participation in 
the chamber of commerce (locally, as 
well as nationally) and what I was hear-
ing was the call from corporate Canada 
to see more Indigenous businesses. 
We decided selling safety products, 
amongst other things that are a practi-
cal fit. We are very proud to say that we 
are 100-percent Indigenous owned and 
operated, one of very few businesses in 
Ontario and Canada.

having calls five, six times a day. We 
were working hard to source hand san-
itizer, masks, gowns and whatever else 
was being requested at the time for all 
who needed it. Through our networks, 
we were very fortunate to have access 
to the products the public required.  
Our first win came with the ability to get 
our hands on Health Canada/NIOSH 
approved N95s in a relatively short 
time frame. Our next win came with 
the ability to source large volumes of 
disposable masks that we were able to 
bring in by the hundreds of thousands. 
There are many things we are very 
proud of during this entire ordeal from 
a business perspective — how well our 
team did in pivoting and performing, 
and the fact that through our close 
working relation with MMK Supply in 
Saskatoon, we were able to source 
much-needed hand sanitizer, and later, 
sanitizing wipes. We also got disinfec-
tant wipes from All Clean Natural, which 
is a Canadian manufacturer. We pride 
ourselves on sourcing Canadian-made 
products, offering these at very com-
petitive pricing.

 
Lessons learned. 
We have dealt with a lot of logistical 
challenges, much like everyone else. We 
did see quite a surge in new custom-
ers and we were added to vendor lists 
of some pretty prominent companies 
in Canada, which is all very positive. 
However, one thing that we have also 
experienced is that as quickly as we got 
added to these lists, we have also been 
forgotten by some of the companies 
when their traditional supply chains 
solidified supply. From a day-to-day per-
spective, we have seen a lot of changes 
and implemented many new controls to 
manage inventory and firm up logistics. 
We are very happy to say we are also 
working with a Canadian software  
company to launch a new vendor- 
management system that will not only 
be very beneficial for us, but also very 
beneficial for our customers.

Accomplishments. 
Business has remained busy — we are 
still hiring, and we are able to get back 
to offering our training and consulting 
services, which has been good for busi-
ness. We have also moved into a new 
location, so we are very excited for that. 
Our greatest accomplishment — and I 
could not have predicted this pre-COVID 
— is the launch of Warrior Supplies. 
We now have our own Canadian-made 
private label Warrior Hand Sanitizer, 
Warrior Sanitizing Wipes and Warrior 
Disinfecting Wipes. We are proud to say 
that pre-COVID we were negotiating the 
acquisition of an office-supply busi-
ness and we wrapped that up in April, 
so the office supplier is also under the 
Superior Strategies portfolio, so it is now 
one of very few 100-percent Indige-
nous-owned-and-operated office-supply 
businesses. With all the challenges 
of 2020, I am confident we were able 
to meet the challenges head on, and 
create some great solutions. As a small- 
business owner, that’s what we have to 
do; it’s what we are wired to do. •

“We are very proud to say that we are  
100-percent Indigenous owned  
and operated, one of very few businesses  
in Ontario and Canada.”
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8
MINETELL

gas and other industries that have com-
plex operations. 

The Spark: What was Minetell doing 
prior to March 2020? 

MH: As a risk and data performance 
company, our priority is to help  
businesses turn ESG risk data into a 
competitive advantage. Prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, our team was 
focused on rolling out our enterprise 
risk-management platform to partners 
in the mining sector. Our platform was 
used at several locations globally and 

The Spark: Tell us about Minetell. 
What do you do? 

Michael Hartley, founder and 
CEO: Minetell was founded in 2017, 
and it’s a risk and performance data 
company that helps organizations in 
complex industries such as mining to 
minimize their exposure to unaccept-
able levels of environmental and social 
governance (ESG) risks. As a technology 
company, we provide an enterprise SaaS 
risk-management platform that analyzes 
large quantities of data to determine 
how well controls that mitigate those 

risks are performing in real-time. Our 
goal is to provide our partners with 
insight to help businesses become 
safer, more sustainable and resilient 
by reducing catastrophic ESG events; 
building trust with community part-
ners; and enhancing the systems that 
contribute to an organization’s longevity. 
With this information, decision-makers 
will be able to pinpoint which controls 
are not meeting standards so they can 
be addressed before an incident occurs. 
Our platform is being used by leading 
mining companies globally, and we are 
expanding into manufacturing, oil and 

improvements to our platform and pro-
cess. For example, we streamlined our 
deployment process and can remotely 
deploy our COVID-19 platform to any- 
sized organization in as little as three 
days down from two months. We also 
simplified our pricing structure to make it 
easier for organizations to choose plans 
that work best for them. We will continue 
with these exercises and hope this will 
help us work with more clients in the fu-
ture when their horizons and bandwidths 
allow them to see the value we offer. 

The Spark: What has business been 
like since making the change?

MH: Uptake has been swift. We have 
multiplied our sales by an order of mag-
nitude. Beyond that we are most happy 
with what we have been able to learn 
from those early deployments. We can 
see a longer and wider path for a scal-
able product across multiple sectors. 
We’ve got a lot of runway left. 
 In Ontario alone, there are more 
than 3,400 medium and large-sized 
businesses in sectors we support. If we 
extrapolate that out across Canada and 
North America, we are looking at more 
than 100,000 businesses who could 
benefit from partnering with Minetell, 
as companies look to find better ways 
to safely reopen and remain open. 
Also, our clients see the potential to do 
much more with Minetell than manage 
COVID-19. While COVID-19 is certain-
ly top of mind, organizations, in the 
longer-term, need risk exposure and 
control performance data for other envi-
ronmental and social governance risks. 
We’ve created a platform that makes it 
painless for companies to add modules 
to help monitor and analyze other ma-
terial risks. We are in a perfect position 
to help them expand their capacities 
to deliver useful information to internal 
decision-makers and external stakehold-
ers. People realize that data is going to 
win the day and we are well placed to 
help them make that pivot, similar to 
what we have done as well. •

we were on track to expand our SaaS 
platform to other sectors such as oil and 
gas, utilities, and manufacturing. 

The Spark: Why did you decide to pivot 
and when did you decide your business 
could change course? 

MH: We had to make a pivot due to 
COVID-19. When the pandemic began, 
our team came together and asked 
ourselves, ‘How can we help?’ We knew 
we were in a position to bring unique 
insight to combat the introduction and 
spread of the highly infectious virus and 
help keep people safe and healthy at 
work. We spoke to several people who 
were worried about the risk of contract-
ing COVID-19 and were unsure about 
how safe and healthy their workplaces 
were. We decided to take our enterprise 
risk-management platform and create 
modules that were focused on COVID-19 
screening and control monitoring. We 
added a medical doctor to our advisory 
team and consulted guidelines by the 
World Health Organization and other 
health organizations to ensure our solu-
tion is aligned with best practices. Our 
team spent time learning about preven-
tative measures and started to build 
modules that could help reduce the risk 
of having COVID-19 introduced into work-
places. We are constantly updating our 
platform to make sure it is in line with 
global guidelines and we work closely 
with our clients to ensure the platform 
is delivering the information they need. 
Our goal is to help create safer work-
places for everyone. Since launching 
our COVID-19 platform earlier this year, 
our partners have completed more than 
20,000 daily screenings. 

The Spark: What have you learned 
from pivoting? 

MH: The most important thing we 
learned from pivoting is that it is easy 
to change your focus if your company 
has a defined purpose. While we shifted 
our focus, our goal remained to help our 

partners reduce exposure to unaccept-
able risks. We didn’t start producing 
masks, face shields or components for 
ventilators. That’s not what we do. We 
simply asked ourselves, how can we use 
our team’s skills and expertise to help. 
Two weeks later, we were up and running 
with our COVID-19 platform.  
 Another big lesson we learned is 
that we need to better empathize with 
purchasing decision-makers. People are 
dealing with a lot right now and are often 
working on things completely outside of 
their comfort zones. Luckily, we’re from 
this world so we get it. We understand 
that two things have happened to peo-
ple — their bandwidths have narrowed 
and their horizons have shortened. Both 
of these are critical when making pur-
chasing decisions for an organization. 
Being empathetic to that has helped.
 We have redoubled our efforts to 
make procurement, deployment and the 
use of the Minetell COVID-19 platform 
frictionless. Internally, it has been an 
excellent exercise for us to challenge 
our assumptions about our processes 
and product and to ask basic questions 
like, ‘Do our customers care about 
that?’ ‘Why do we think that is import-
ant?’ ‘How does this help get reliable 
and actionable information into the 
hands of decision-makers?’ Answering 
these questions helped us make many 

“The most important 
thing we learned from 

pivoting is that it is 
easy to change your 

focus if your company 
has a defined purpose.”

Photo credit (previous page): iStock/zubada
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CLEANSLATE UV

About CleanSlate UV.
Manjunath Anand, chief technology offi-
cer: CleanSlate UV is the manufacturer 
of the most rapid (20-second cycles) UV 
sanitization device for sanitizing mobile 
devices and other portable electronics 
equipment. CleanSlate UV allows staff, 
patients and visitors to sanitize their 
personal items (phones, tablets and 
badges) while they wash or sanitize their 
hands. This helps improve hygiene and 
reduce the risk of acquired infections. 
The company was founded in June 2014 
out of Queen’s University in Kingston, 
Ont. Since then, our solution has been 
deployed by more than 300 hospitals, 
food-processing facilities, hospitality, 
retail and airports in 12 countries global-
ly. In October 2015, we were awarded a 
$500,000 (USD) innovation investment 
by 43North in Buffalo, followed by $7 
million Series A financing led by Prolog 
Ventures in March 2020. Since our 
Series A financing, our team has grown 
from six in March 2020 to more than 50, 
and we continue to grow.

On business before COVID-19.
Prior to March 2020, our primary focus 
was maturing the product, continuing to 
stabilize our supply chain and internal 
innovation for future product variants. 
Our flagship product “CleanSlate UV” 
was introduced into the market in March 

2018 and has been deployed in more 
than 50 organizations in six countries. 
This was all made possible by that small 
team of six, including co-founders, until 
the Series A was completed. The team 
was also developing proof of concept for 
three new product offerings with the help 
of public funding and co-op students 
from universities across Canada. 

Fighting the pandemic.  
Thanks to the team and our part-
ners, we had our product 
matured and ready to scale. 
During the pandemic, our 
team was able to scale our 
supply chain and add a new 
manufacturing facility in 
Guelph, Ont., which resulted 
in scaling our production 
quantities to almost 20 times. 
We conducted additional testing to val-
idate CleanSlate’s performance against 
SaRS-CoV-2. Due to limited access to 
the SaRS-CoV-2 strain, a substitute 
and harder to deactivate pathogen, 
MS2 bacteriophage, was tested in 
July 2020, and later, a surrogate virus 
Human Coronavirus (HCoV-229E) was 
tested and showed greater than 99.999 
percent deactivation rate. These studies 
helped grow our presence in health-
care and non-healthcare facilities and 
have expanded our presence in six new 

counties in less than six months. Today, 
CleanSlate UV is available for the public 
at Hudson’s Bay in Canada, Pearson Air-
port in Mississauga and we are currently 
deploying at a local burger chain. 

Looking ahead. 
In the next several months, we plan to 
unveil two new products aimed at further 
strengthening the utilization of Clean-
Slate UV devices. We will be partnering 
with local universities and hospitals to 
conduct additional research studies to 
validate the efficacy of CleanSlate UV 
against SaRS-CoV-2 and enable reuse 
of masks through UV disinfection by 
CleanSlate UV. We will also be ramping 
up our production capabilities at our 
partner located in Guelph, Ont., as our 
sales have grown exponentially increas-
ing since March 2020. We will continue 
to grow our team to keep up with our 
demand for the product and currently we 
have five new positions and a lot more to 
come in the near future. •

“Thanks to the team 
and our partners,  

we had our product 
matured and ready  

to scale.” 

Toronto
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PENTAVERE

The Spark: For those who don’t know 
Pentavere, tell us about the company. 

Erin Stewart, clinical research 
manager, and Nadia Bilal, compu-
tational linguist: Pentavere is an AI 
health technology company that exists 
in response to a single hard-hitting 
question: “Why is it that we have all the 
information we need in financial markets 
to make money and maximize profit, but 
we don’t have the information we need, 
when we need it, to save lives?” This is 
the question that inspired both of us to 
leave the research we were doing in re-
spected academic institutions. We both 
felt that we could have a larger impact 
by working in AI and healthcare technol-
ogy, specifically working on the types of 
challenges that Pentavere solves. Even 
though we come from different fields 
and were engaged in different types of 
research, we were united by a common 
cause of doing research to ultimately 
save lives. We came together at Penta-
vere, bringing our passion and enthusi-
asm to use AI to help unleash insights 
into healthcare, with the singular focus 
of improving patient care and outcomes. 

The Spark: What were you working on 
prior to March 2020?

ES & NB: Our work prior to March 

2020 does not look any different than 
the work we are doing today, because 
the problem we solve has only gotten 
more acute and garnered more attention 
due to COVID-19. All of our work is fo-
cussed on getting better data and better 
insights to the right decision-maker at 
the right time to improve patient care 
and outcomes. For us, the key difference 
between what we were working on prior 
to March and today is around the vali-
dation of our mission — the urgency and 
need for our work has never been more 
apparent. We now include COVID-19 
insights in the work we do. 

The Spark: How have you been able to 
help during the pandemic?

ES & NB: Both of us have always 
focused our research on improving and 
saving lives. Today, we are both working 
on projects that leverage AI to help pa-
tients during the pandemic. One project 
that stands out is a study we’re doing 
on Major Depressive Disorder. Every day 
in Canada, 200 people try to commit 
suicide, according to the Canadian 
Association for Suicide Prevention. Every 
day, about 10 people succeed. That 
number is no doubt going up because of 
the stresses of COVID-19. Even before 
COVID, suicide was a leading cause of 

death in Canada, especially in young 
people ages 15 to 34. We have a huge 
group of people haunted by depression, 
and yet, when it comes to depression, 
there are so many unknowns. Right now, 
we don’t have access to the data we 
need to answer so many questions — 
and that is what we are working on. 

The Spark: What have you learned 
from helping to fight the pandemic? 

ES & NB: We’re seeing the incredible 
things that happen when people come 
together and cooperate with each other. 
We are also fortunate to be working with 
researchers from various backgrounds 
and from across the country. The pan-
demic has shown us that we are all so 
interconnected — what impacts one of 
us, impacts all of us, and we must work 
together. If it wasn’t for COVID and the 
pressing need for data, these stake-
holders wouldn’t traditionally be coming 
together. We have been amazed by what 
people can do together and accomplish 
in the backdrop of a crisis. It has taught 
us to be hopeful and shown us the 
power of what we can achieve, especially 
when our efforts are joined together and 
supported by the power of AI. •
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“This urgent pressure sensor requirement allowed  
us to come together and find ways to complement each 
other’s strengths and weaknesses.”
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RB & AS: ForceN rallied to Canada’s 
call. Our technical team worked against 
the odds to make a working prototype 
in record time. We always worked as a 
cohesive unit, however, this urgent pres-
sure sensor requirement allowed  
us to come together and find ways  
to complement each other’s strengths 
and weaknesses.
 We are a member of the Autodesk 
Technology Centre and we worked  
out of the Autodesk MaRS location in 
downtown Toronto. Due to COVID,  
this location was closed, so we moved 
our engineering office to another  
location. The technical team works out 
of the new office and the other depart-
ments, namely, legal, logistics and 
marketing/business development  
work virtually.

The Spark: What does your business 
look like moving forward?

RB & AS: Our technology has 
many applications and that includes 
the med-tech, surgical robotics and 
medical device industries. ForceN has 
been named as one of top 50 global 
med-tech startups in 2020 by Med-
Tech Innovator. Medical companies 
continued to work during the pandemic 
for obvious reasons. We continued 
to nurture our leads in these compa-
nies, sign agreements and win orders. 
The focus changed from in-person to 
virtual meetings while converting the 
“interest in our technology” to paid 
prototype orders. Our leadership team 
continued to participate in virtual 
trade shows and conferences.
 The next several months are very 
crucial for us to ensure that our won 
prototype orders can be converted to 
volume-production orders. We continue 
to engage with new clients in the med-
ical field as well as other industries, 
such as automation, aerospace and 
automotive. These other industries are 
gearing up for a comeback by ramp-
ing up production levels as the world 
adjusts to the “new normal.” •

The Spark: Tell us about ForceN Inc. 
What do you do?

Dr. Robert Brooks, CEO, and 
Angad Sandhu, vice-president of 
business development: ForceN Inc. 
was incorporated as Sensor Medical 
Laboratories Ltd. in 2015. In March 
2019, the company was renamed ForceN 
Inc. to facilitate sales in non-medical 
markets. ForceN’s patented paper-thin, 
force-sensing ForceFilmTM technology is 
robust enough for industrial automation, 
precise and reliable enough for surgical 
robotics, medical devices and robotic 
end-effectors, and it’s light and compact 
enough for use in the automotive and 
aerospace industries. 

The Spark: What was the company 
working on prior to the coronavirus?

RB & AS: ForceN Inc. operates as 
a tier-one provider of force-sensing 
solutions. This includes everything from 
the force-sensing transducer film (that 
generates the signal) to the systems
Module (that measures and digitizes 
it) to the machine learning and analytic 
software layer, that turns the raw force 
data into actionable insights. Prior to 
COVID, we continued to supply our novel 
technology to customers in the fields 

of surgical robotics, medical devices, 
robotics, automation and other high- 
reliability industries. 

The Spark: When did you decide you 
could pivot to help fight the pandemic?

RB & AS: Warren Ali, the senior 
vice-president of innovation for the Auto-
motive Parts Manufacturers’ Association 
(APMA), and the provincial government 
reached out to us to ask if we could 
help meet Canada’s ventilator pressure 
sensor shortage. We discussed this 
together right away. 
 Ventilators need pressure sen-
sors, like the ones made by Honeywell 
(TruStability sensor range). Pressure 
sensors control the flow of gases into 
the patient’s lungs and the pressure at 
which those gases are provided. Canada 
was facing supply unpredictability of 
these critical pressure sensors from 
the US or the other global production. 
Succumbing to the US government’s 
administration’s pressure, the invento-
ry of these sensors at different global 
production locations, especially those in 
China, were earmarked to meet the US 
ventilator demand. ForceN’s engineering 
team rapidly prototyped a replacement 
for these TruStability sensors, using our 
patented technology, with minimal fund-
ing and lack of manufacturing facilities 
due to the pandemic lockdown.
 After we completed the prototyping, 
we were put in touch with O-Two, StarFish 
Medical and two other Canadian ventila-
tor manufacturers by the APMA and the 
provincial government. ForceN ended up 
supplying samples of our replacement 
pressure sensor to the aforementioned 
companies. In the end, however, Hon-
eywell and its peers were able to ramp 
up production and meet the Canadian 
demand. The Canadian government is 
still monitoring the situation as we are in 
the second wave. ForceN will be notified 
if anything changes.  

The Spark: What have you learned 
from changing focus? 

Toronto
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Paul Lem, chief medical officer  
and founder: I founded Spartan Biosci-
ence in 2005 with the mission to enable 
rapid DNA testing for everyone. When a 
close family member of mine was diag-
nosed with leukemia, it took weeks to 
get DNA results back from a lab before 
starting a life-saving drug. This gave me 
an idea: How could I bring the power of 
DNA testing out of the lab? How could 
everyone get access to personal DNA an-
alyzers? After all, diabetic patients can 
test their blood glucose at home. Why 
can’t we do the same with DNA? Spartan 
has grown into a leading biotechnology 
company that has developed the world’s 
smallest DNA analyzer. Spartan’s fast, 
accurate and affordable tests will make 
DNA testing accessible for everyone, in 
fields as diverse as infectious disease, 
precision medicine and water safety.
 
The Spark: What were you up to before 
March 2020?

PL: Before the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Spartan had already applied its technol-
ogy to a variety of different fields. For ex-
ample, we have an environmental testing 
product that detects Legionella bacteria. 
Legionella poses a significant risk to the 
water systems of buildings, including the 
office buildings here in the Ottawa area. 

People who breathe in water vapour con-
taminated with Legionella bacteria are at 
risk of Legionnaires’ Disease, a severe 
pneumonia that kills one in 10 infected 
people. Spartan has created the fastest, 
most accurate tool to detect Legionella 
contamination on site. This allows for 
quick remediation and ultimately helps 
prevent Legionnaires’ disease outbreaks. 
 Another example is our precision 
medicine test for CYP2C19 mutations. 
CYP2C19 is a liver enzyme that metabo-
lizes 15 percent of all prescribed drugs, 
including antiplatelet drugs, antidepres-
sants and proton pump inhibitors. CY-
P2C19 genotyping can help doctors treat 
patients with the most effective drugs.
 
The Spark: You pivoted during the 
pandemic, and were approached by the 
government for help. When did you 
change course?

PL: Spartan’s experience with 
research and development of 
rapid DNA testing over 
the last 15 years 
meant that we 
were ready to 
answer the call 
for increased 
COVID-19 test-
ing when the 

Nepean
SPARTAN BIOSCIENCE

12 COVID-19 pandemic arrived in Canada. 
With the support of the Government 
of Canada, Spartan began developing 
a portable COVID-19 test based on a 
validated and published “recipe” from 
the Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention (CDC). This recipe uses a Nobel 
Prize-winning nucleic acid amplification 
chemistry called Polymerase Chain 
Reaction (PCR) and genetic sequences 
validated and published by the CDC. 
Like our other tests, this test will be 
performed on our portable DNA analyzer 
device called the Spartan Cube. 
 
The Spark: What have you learned 
from pivoting? What has business been 
like since?

PL: I learned to appreciate the quote 
from Seneca: “Luck is where opportunity 
meets preparation.” Spartan spent 15 
years developing world-class expertise 
and a successful track record in porta-
ble DNA analysis. This meant we were 
prepared to help when the COVID-19 
pandemic hit Canada.
 Spartan has been working around 
the clock to develop our portable 
COVID-19 test, get Health Canada ap-
proval and scale our manufacturing. It’s 
been more challenging because many of 
our teammates have been working from 
home. However, we’ve pulled together 
and it’s exciting to see the progress we 
make every day. •

Toronto
SAMPLER
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The vision behind Sampler. 
Marie Chevrier, founder and CEO:
Since its inception in 2013, Sampler 
has been helping consumer packaged 
goods companies manage their product 
sampling campaigns from beginning to 
end, including targeting the right audi-
ence, gathering information about that 
consumer’s profile, sending samples 
directly to homes, as well as gathering 
feedback and drawing insights from the 
data collected all in one place. 
 Product sampling is a massive indus-
try and brands spend five to 50 percent 
of their annual marketing budget on it. 
Yet, brands had not found an effective 
way to attribute and measure return on 
investment on traditional product sam-
pling strategies. They have been using 
the same product sampling strategies for 
decades and grew to believe that blindly 
distributing samples to non-targeted 
audiences was as efficient as sampling 
could get. Sampler’s technology is a 
solution to the pain points marketers 
have experienced for decades, like min-
imal return on investment and a lack of 
targeting. Because brand managers have 
years of first-hand experience with the 
barriers that traditional sampling creates, 
it’s easy for them to see the immense 
benefits that come with moving their 
sampling strategies online.

 Brands can set up a campaign 
quickly and receive a predictable cost 
that includes everything from targeting, 
shipping and remarketing. Along the way, 
Sampler’s turnkey solution helps brands 
gather consumer feedback and demo-
graphic insights that will increase suc-
cessful trial and in-turn conversion rates. 
Users create a Sampler profile for free, 
answer a set of diagnostic questions and 
get a curated list of samples to choose 
from tailored to their lifestyle, preferenc-
es, and needs and get them delivered 
right to their doorstep. Users can then 
leave the brands valuable feedback on 
the product and their intent to purchase. 

How it helped.
When the pandemic hit, we quickly real-
ized that our clients, consumer packaged 
goods brands, would really struggle with 
ways to get in front of their consumers. 
Before the pandemic, many brands would 
leverage events or in-store experiences 
as a way to connect with their potential 
customers but with the pandemic that 
became impossible. 
 As a company that has been digitizing 
that experience since 2013, we knew 
that we could help support them but also 
that this was going to be a really great 
opportunity for us to encourage brands to 
try our services for the first time. We also 

saw a need for the brands we work with to 
connect with other stakeholders like retail 
buyers, press and even investors. Through 
a partnership with New Hope Network, 
Sampler launched a sampling program 
that enabled companies to connect with 
retail buyers, press and even investors 
by sending them free samples that they 
could try and give feedback on from the 
comfort and safety of their own home. 
 Between seeing a surge in demand 
and launching new products, our team 
found impactful ways to make a differ-
ence in our community, like our Come- 
TogetherTO initative. This project 
successfully sent out 2,000 
sewing kits to consumers 
with sewing skills, who then 
produced non-medical grade 
masks for essential workers in 
Toronto. The initiative just proved 
how much we can accomplish when 
we all come together and in difficult 
times, that is exactly the glimpse of 
hope many of us needed.

Lessons learned.  
Our biggest learning was the importance 
of being nimble and adaptive. We are 
proud of how our team was able to very 
quickly put together initiatives to help 
support the brands who saw their go-to-
market strategies change overnight. •

Ill
us

tr
at

io
n 

cr
ed

it:
 iS

to
ck

/z
ub

ad
a

60  THE SPARK SPECIAL // WINTER 2020/2021



62  THE SPARK SPECIAL // WINTER 2020/2021 THE SPARK SPECIAL // WINTER 2020/2021   63

Toronto

14
TRANSPOD

regulate hyperloop travel systems. This 
international hyperloop initiative is work-
ing to ensure interoperability and high 
safety standards throughout Europe. 
 TransPod also announced a partner-
ship with the Government of Alberta to 
support the development of a 1,000-ki-
lometre-per-hour hyperloop transporta-
tion system in the province. The project 
will bring private investment to the 
region and is estimated to create up 
to 38,000 jobs over 10 years, diversify 
Alberta’s economy, improve the efficient 
movement of people and goods and 

features to support the development 
of next-generation ventilators that are 
versatile, affordable and empower med-
ical professionals with a higher level of 
precise control and deeper insights. 

The Spark: What have you learned 
from pivoting? 

SG: For every crisis, there is opportuni-
ty. TransPod’s investment into fighting 
COVID-19 also enables us to diversify 
our activities, grow our business and 
develop new areas of expertise with po-
tential synergies with our core business. 
The last few months have shown that the 
ability to stay agile and open-minded is 

the key to business success. While 
TransPod is still a transportation 

tech company, we are continu-
ing to invest in developing the 
next-generation medical ven-
tilator to be more effective 
and affordable. •

The Spark: What is TransPod? 

Sebastien Gendron, co-founder 
and CEO: Founded in 2015, TransPod 
is a Canadian-based startup (with offices 
in Italy and France) designing the world’s 
leading hyperloop system to make ultra-
high-speed hyperloop transportation 
a reality. TransPod’s system will move 
people faster, with dramatic reductions 
in fossil fuel usage. Based on aerospace 
engineering innovations, TransPod’s 
1,000-kilometre-per-hour passenger 
vehicle system will bring about a new, 

convenient, reliable mode of transpor-
tation to virtually shrink distances and 
connect people, cities and businesses. 

The Spark: What was TransPod work-
ing on before the pandemic? 

SG: TransPod’s mission is to develop 
technological innovation to build an 
ultra-high-speed hyperloop system  
that is fast, safe, cost-efficient and  
environmentally sustainable. With a 
primary focus on research and develop-
ment, we were working on building  
a three-kilometre-long test track near 
the city of Limoges in France to facilitate  
system testing and inform the con-
struction of a working prototype of the 
TransPod Vehicle. 
 TransPod also co-founded a consor-
tium comprising select hyperloop compa-
nies to define, establish and standardise 
the methodology and framework to 

reduce Alberta’s carbon emissions by up 
to 300,000 tonnes per year.

The Spark: When the pandemic hit, 
when did you decide your business could 
change course, and how exactly did you 
do it? 

SG: Though our focus is transporta-
tion technology, when the pandemic 
hit, TransPod quickly looked within our 
engineering ranks to identify ways we 
coud harness our aerospace expertise to 
support efforts to combat COVID. Led by 
TransPod’s co-founder and chief technol-
ogy officer, Ryan Janzen, the TransPod 
engineering team mobilised at the drop 
of a hat to conduct research and design.
 While TransPod is not normally a 
medical device manufacturer, the team 
is innovative and agile — and most 
importantly, eager and motivated to 
help. We have designed advanced new 

“While TransPod is 
not normally a medical 
device manufacturer, 
the team is innovative 
and agile — and most 
importantly, eager and 
motivated to help.” 
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ENVISIONSQ
Guelph

The Spark: Tell us about EnvisionSQ.  
What do you do?

Scott Shayko, President and  
CEO of EnvisionSQ: Based in Guelph, 
Ont., EnvisionSQ Inc. is a research and 
development company that tackles some 
of the world’s greatest health issues. Our 
innovative technologies create cleaner, 
safer environments for families and com-
munities around the world.
  EnvisionSQ’s photocatalytic and 
nanotechnology-based coatings have 
many applications. Our pollution-eating 
SmogStop Barrier cuts traffic emissions 
in half, while our SmogStop Filter breaks 
down air pollutants indoors. 
 Most recently, we developed 
GermStopSQ. This liquid disinfectant is 
designed to kill disease-causing microor-
ganisms like coronaviruses on contact. 
When it dries, it creates a self-sanitizing 
coating that provides long-term saniti-
zation. Independent tests show that it 
is more than 99.9999 percent effective 
at killing a broad range of microbes. 
Its unique polymer structure bonds to 
both hard and soft surfaces and can be 
applied using a variety of delivery modes 
— spraying, rolling or wiping.
 Founded in 2014, EnvisionSQ now 
has 12 employees and leverages strong 
relationships with the clean-tech re-

VOCs, which are responsible for poor 
air quality indoors, locally and region-
ally. The company’s first product is the 
SmogStop Barrier, a highway pollution 
barrier that lets local residents breathe 
easier. Our world-leading technology 
cuts traffic emissions in half while 
breaking down the key pollutants that 
create regional smog. Over the course  
of a year, a single kilometre of SmogStop 
Barrier can remove 16 tonnes of NOx — 
equivalent to taking 200,000 vehicles 
off that stretch of road every day. It 
also blocks noise, while the translucent 
acrylic walls let the sun shine through. 
And best of all, this beautifully designed 
technology involves no electricity and 
no moving parts. Instead, it’s powered 
entirely by sunlight and the natural  
flow of air.
 The company’s second product is 
the SmogStop Filter, an energy-efficient, 
cost-effective pollution control technol-
ogy that creates healthier environments 
indoors and out. SmogStop Filter cuts 
NOx and VOC (including formaldehyde) 
levels up to 99 percent. We’ve created 
a design that virtually eliminates airflow 
resistance, keeping your operating costs 
low. Installation is easy, and with the 
occasional cleaning, you can count on 
your SmogStop Filter to last for years.

The Spark: When did you decide your 
business could make an impact in the 
fight against COVID? How did you pivot?

search community. This includes a long-
standing collaboration with Dr. Bill Van 
Heyst at the University of Guelph’s School 
of Engineering, our academic partner, 
who provides expertise and resources to 
help us develop and test our products.

The Spark: What were you working on 
before March 2020? 

SS: Prior to the pandemic, our research 
and development was focused on creat-
ing cost-feasible innovative air-pollution 
control technologies to help solve one 
of the world’s greatest health issues. Air 
pollution, both indoor and outdoor, has 
effects on human lungs and cardiovas-
cular systems, and recently has also 
shown significant impact on cognitive 
function. Another study warned of a 
significant increase in premature deaths 
due to air pollution — nearly 9,700 in 
2018 in the US alone.  
 The company’s SmogStop photocat-
alytic technology breaks down NOx and 
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Guelph, as well as testing labs, and con-
sultants who allowed us to move quickly. 
Their support and expertise have been 
invaluable.   

The Spark: What has business  
been like since COVID? Ontario isn’t 
through the pandemic yet. What do  
the next several months look like for 
your business? 

SS: To say that that business has been 
going really well since COVID is proba-
bly an understatement. The next few 
months look extremely busy, but that’s 
a good thing for our rapidly growing busi-
ness. The process is coming along as we 
wait for the government to work through 
all of the applications for new products. 
They need to make sure what they allow 
onto the market works well and is safe 
for consumers. As a result, we have a 
lot of partnerships established, but until 
Health Canada approval is received, our 
partners are not able to sell the product. 
I’m excited for the day that our product 
can be used to start making a difference 
for Canadians in the combat against 
COVID-19. 
 I think it is important to note that 
the funding from NGen enabled us to 
scale this product quickly. Without this 
funding, we would not be where we are 
at today. NGen is part of the federal 
government’s Advanced Manufacturing 
Supercluster strategy. •

“Independent tests 
show that it is more 
than 99.9999 percent 
effective at killing a 
broad range of mi-
crobes.” 

SS: We always knew that our 
SmogStop coating could kill bacteria 
and viruses in addition to breaking 
down air pollution, but the formula 
wasn’t optimized for that purpose. 
When the pandemic struck, we set to 
work on revamping the coating to boost 
its germ-fighting power. We also made 
it transparent to maximize its appli-
cations, and we adjusted the bonding 
agent to ensure it could adhere to a 
wide variety of surfaces. The result, a 
highly-effective disinfectant solution 
that dries to form a self-sanitizing coat-
ing effective against a broad spectrum 
of microorganisms, including COVID-19.

The Spark: What have you learned 
from changing focus to COVID? How did 
your day-to-day change?

SS: As an entrepreneur, pivots and ad-
aptation is a natural part of the process. 
And perhaps unlike a lot of other chang-
es which are more of a gradual change, 
COVID essentially happened overnight. 
We had to adapt quickly and think about 
our product in a new way. Sanitation is a 
new area for us, so I went from talking to 
my transportation contacts to speaking 
with biological labs and Health Cana-
da. The systems to get these products 
to market are completely different so 
my colleagues and I spent a lot of time 
navigating this new realm. Luckily, we 
have great partners at the University of 

Illustration credit: iStock/undefined undefined
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The story behind Pawzy.
Kerri-Lynn McAllister, founder and CEO:
Launched in October 2019, our vision 
was to be the trusted health and well-
ness advisor for pet parents by connect-
ing them to the best advice and services. 
I experienced some challenges in my 
personal life that ultimately inspired my 
business. My experience finding a breed-
er to adopt my dogs was unnecessarily 
difficult. I didn’t feel confident that I was 
being connected to trusted adoption 
resources and spent a lot of time digging 
for that information to make a safe and 
responsible choice. Over the years, I’ve 
had to find specialized healthcare for my 
dogs and found drastic price differences 
depending on the vet, or have had to 
spend time calling around because there 
was no central place to compare proce-
dures, hours, prices, etc. After a decade 
building online marketplaces, I sought 
out to address the lack of accessible 
resources when it came to essential 
things like regular care and veterinary 
procedures. 

On business pre-pandemic.
Prior to March 2020, we were expanding 
our tools and content to include new pet 
types, starting with cats, and continuing 
to aggregate trusted and verified care 
information online for pet parents to 
access easily.

The pivot. 
Pawzy was less than six months old 
when COVID-19 lockdown measures 
went into place. I was thinking carefully 
about how the needs of my community 
changed because of the pandemic, 
and how I could use my skills and my 
business to help. Pet parents’ needs 
changed drastically when it came to con-
necting to veterinarians. Pawzy recently 
surveyed Canadian pet owners and 
found that nearly 40 percent said COVID 
has impacted healthcare for their pet. 
Across the country, vets were considered 
essential services, but their hours were 
drastically reduced and most clinics 
were only open for emergency and es-
sential visits. Many clinics were not set 
up with telemedicine, and the technology 
was not even fully endorsed at that point 
by veterinarians’ regulatory associations. 
Clinics were triaging patients over busy 
phone lines and email, and pets that 
did require in-person care were dropped 
off at the clinic door while pet parents 
waited outside. This was the situation 
as we saw record rates of pet adoptions 
as Canadians sought companionship 
through isolation. 

 Within three weeks of COVID-19 
lockdown measures going into place, 
Pawzy partnered with a US-based 
human telemedicine platform to offer a 
clinic-focused teleconferencing tool for 
vets. We built a tool that could be imple-
mented seamlessly into a vet practice to 
ensure quality healthcare could contin-
ue, while alleviating the extra adminis-
trative burden on clinic staff and keeping 
everyone safe. 

Lessons learned.
 After Pawzy Telehealth launched, 
it became clear for us very quickly that 
telehealth needed to be focused on pet 
parents first. We could help bridge the 
gap between supply and demand for 
telehealth. We’re also building the Pawzy 
Vet Finder, a search tool that will allow 
pet parents to search for a vet with more 
robust service comparison capabilities 
than currently possible through Google 
Business or Yelp. Pet parents will be 
able to search by clinic type and desired 
service, compare ratings and reviews 
(Google and Yelp combined in one place), 
and book in-clinic, mobile or telehealth 
appointments directly online. •

Oshawa
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DATA H

Data H has been transforming sci-
ence into business opportunities 

through the creation of artificial intelli-
gence companies since 2016, launching 
first in its home country of Brazil and 
then moving to Canada in 2019. From 
autonomous delivery robots, behaviour 
analysis for security and defence and 
analyzing cyberattacks in real time, to 
enhancing scientific research, building 
medical imaging and more, Data H helps 
companies transform accumulated and 
dispersed knowledge into algorithms, 
generating new products and services 
and improving existing processes. 
Transforming innovation into opportunity 
is something Data H excels at, and when 
the pandemic spread across the globe, 
co-founders Evandro Barros and Celso 
Azevedo discovered ways in which they 
could pivot two of their companies — 
Mr. Turing and Data Life Inc.
 At the start of the pandemic, Data 
H’s research and development team got 
together to discuss what they could do 
to help. “Through Mr. Turing, we sought 
out correlations between COVID-19, drug 
interactions, proteins and more in an 
effort to speed up the vaccine research 
process. Through Data Life Inc., we used 
AI to assist with speeding up the diagno-
sis of pneumonia in remote areas where 
large testing centres are less accessi-
ble,” says Barros, Data H’s CEO. 

 Organizations often waste time and 
effort scouring different types of docu-
ments — from contracts and policies to 
research papers and scientific white pa-
pers — to find answers to time-sensitive 
questions. Through Mr. Turing, organiza-
tions can send all required documents 
to one internal drive and have Mr. Turing 
sort through all of the data to quickly 
and efficiently find the exact information 
that’s needed. And this is proving to be 
beneficial in speeding up vaccine re-
search. “Identifying COVID-19 and its de-
gree of severity is imperative to ensure 
a positive outcome following treatment, 
but this requires delicate, time-sensitive 
decisions,” says Barros. On one hand, if 
a patient is admitted to a hospital 
rather than advised to recov-
er at home, or is treated 
too-early, a much-need-
ed hospital bed could 
be occupied.  
On the other hand,  
if treatment is de-
layed or incorrect, 
the patient faces 
dangerous conse-
quences. 
 This is where the 
artificial intelligence 
with Data Life Inc. makes 
all the difference. Through 
its AI, Data Life Inc. can ana-

lyze CT scans for a thoroughly trained 
algorithm to calculate the probability of 
COVID-19 in a patient and what areas 
of their respiratory system are most 
compromised. Through the clinical data 
accumulated over several months from 
several patients, this AI can also help 
clinicians predict potential outcomes, 
helping them to adopt the most effective 
procedures in a timely manner. That 
same technology that detects COVID-19 
can also find other pathologies — some 
even more harmful — providing clini-
cians with a better picture of what the 
patient’s health could be facing. 
 The added benefit of using AI is that 
it can be used anywhere regardless of 
climate, geography, population or level of 
infection. As a software, Data H’s AI can 
serve both large centres with experi-
enced, highly trained professionals and 
much smaller centres in rural areas with 
less manpower, expanding the reach of 
diagnosis and treatment and the effec-
tiveness of health institutions.
 “Our team is always looking for 
different applications using the same 
algorithm, making our resources quite 
versatile,” says Barros. “That said, piv-
oting some of our solutions to help fight 
COVID-19 was not a complex step and 
we now know it can be done again in the 
future if necessary.” •
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Newmarket

18
MARKET BREWING COMPANY

work with a skeleton staff. We began 
by creating an online store to allow our 
guests to come pick up beer for curbside 
pickup and, also, the more popular 
option, which was free local delivery 
right to customers’ doorsteps,” they 
explain. “It gave us an opportunity to get 
our beer out safely to those not comfort-
able leaving the house.” Their second 
change was a big one — they decided 
to make, bottle and sell hand sanitizer 
using the World Health Organization’s 
directions. “We created an odourless, 
80-percent alcohol sanitizer in a variety 
of sizes which not only helped us, but it 
helped our friends and local businesses 
get going once again. Our sanitizer was 
recently commended by the province of 
Ontario with a visit from Christine Elliott, 
our Minister of Health.” (See photo, left.)
 In the months since COVID-19 hit, 
the crew at Market Brewing have con-
tinued to learn from their pivot. “We all 
wear a different hat every day. Everyone 
is grinding away at the brewery and 
we had to make sure we kept making 
great products and having fun nights by 
following all the rules and restrictions 
mandated by the government,” they 
explain. Business has looked different 
since making the changes, and the team 
is well aware that Ontario is not through 
the pandemic yet. Their motto is one 
every business should embrace: “We’ll 
figure it out.” •

Drive up Leslie Street in Newmarket, 
Ont., and you’ll come across Market 

Brewing Company, a popular craft 
brewer and premiere event space in York 
Region. It’s a really cool place, where 
there’s at least 10 delicious beers on tap 
whenever you visit, and events going on 
in the Taproom most days. Their beers 
are available at the Beer Store, LCBO 
and grocery stores and bars, but visiting 
the heart of the business is definitely 
an experience for locals and those who 
travel for a pint. “We make a beer for 
everyone. The Taproom hosts weekly triv-
ia nights, BINGO and live music, on top 
of being used for fundraisers, weddings, 
local vendor markets, comedy nights 
and private events,” Bill Gianopoulos, 
the Taproom and events manager; Josh 
Uttley, head brewer; and Piers Simp-

kin, general manager, tell us. “It’s also 
active in the community and supports 
as many local businesses as possible, 
including bringing in food trucks a few 
times a week. It’s a place to unwind 
and have fun while keeping safe in 
these times.”
 Before March 2020, the brewery 
was busy making beers, and the event 
hosting portion of their business was full 
of everything from goat yoga and euchre 
tournaments to dog-friendly events and 
weddings. “It was projecting to be quite 
the year with a fantastic staff to boot,” 
the team says. Once the pandemic hit,  
it brought Gianopoulos, Uttley and Simp-
kin plenty of unknowns, but the decision 
to make adjustments at the brewery 
was made almost immediately. “It was 
a difficult transition, as it was full-time 
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Oshawa

19
WETRAQ

autism, dementia, Alzheimer’s and more. 
This IoT-based personal tracking solution 
combined enhanced GPS technology 
with WIFI and cellular radio to allow care-
givers to monitor the location of their 
kids or parents anytime, from anywhere. 
The device captured mobility behaviour, 
which was then further analyzed by its 
backend IoT platform using a proprietary 
algorithm. When COVID-19 hit, they shift-
ed their focus toward building mobile 
solutions that could be downloaded on 
any smartphone to increase their market 
size, improve adoption rate with low-cost 
for the consumer and low operational 
costs for WeTraq.
 In the early stages of COVID-19, 
health authorities repeatedly expressed 
that tracing the movements and con-
tacts of those exposed to the virus is 
one way to contain it. During this time, 
public-health officials had to interview 
those infected to determine who they 
had close contact with. These officials 
then had to reach out to those contacts 
to advise them to monitor for symptoms 
or to self-isolate. It was a laborious pro-
cess during which others were potential-
ly and unknowingly exposed. 
 While public health authorities have 

TThe “sandwich generation” has 
become more prevalent with the rise 

of COVID-19. This generation — made up 
of parents of dependent children, as well 
as caregivers of aging parents, or those 
living with conditions like dementia, who 
simultaneously balance caregiving with 
careers — are facing even more challeng-
es as the pandemic continues.
 This year, WeTraq, an Ontario-based, 
Health Canada-certified tech company 
founded in 2016, set out to improve the 
mental health and caregiving capabili-
ties of this generation with a powerful, 
easy-to-use application that provided 
family caregivers with the ability to 
remotely monitor the whereabouts and 
mobility behaviours of loved ones. When 
COVID-19 hit, WeTraq’s innovative app 
became even more pragmatic and they 
retooled their technology to assist with 
fighting the pandemic. 
 Before March 2020, WeTraq was 
strictly focused on its credit-card-sized 
location monitoring device for parents 
and caregivers concerned about the 
safety and well-being of their families 
— think children, teenagers, seniors 
wanting to age-in-place or those affected 
with medical conditions like severe 

opted for a Bluetooth-based contact-
tracing solution that uses Apple and 
Google technology for sending notifica-
tions to exposed individuals, WeTraq’s 
artificial intelligence-based predictive 
platform is also available for public 
health to create a private and secure 
means to enhance their contract  
tracing capabilities.
 Then WeTraq saw another opportu-
nity. In the first few months of the pan-
demic, parents and caregivers struggled 
to manage at-home schooling, family 
time and providing care for seniors 
while working remotely. Months later, 
they faced even more challenges as 
they returned to working onsite. WeTraq 
enhanced its application to become an 
innovative smartphone app that would 
assist in making these challenging times 
more manageable by providing the ability 
to remotely and securely monitor the 
whereabouts and mobility behaviours 
of their at-risk loved ones, helping to 
reduce the caregiving-related employee 
absenteeism. According to a 2017 CIBC 
Report, employers across Canada saw 
an estimated six billion dollars in lost 
productivity: Thirty percent of workers 
had parents over the age of 65 and  
had to take time off work — sacrificing 
roughly 450 hours a year — and this 
translated into approximately $27 
billion of lost income.  
Enter GuardIO — Family Care, 
the app that provides family 
caregivers with peace of 

mind, improved personal freedom and a 
safety layer for care recipients and care 
partners. It uses AI-based predictive 
technology to perform a detailed anal-
ysis of mobility behaviours and provide 
alerts to caregivers. From tracking driv-
ing behaviours — like distracted driving, 
routes taken and aggressive driving 
— and in-app messaging, to real-time 
location monitoring to confirm the arriv-
al at and departure from “safe zones,” 
it provides teenagers, kids, seniors and 
people affected with cognitive illness 
more independence. GuardIO has  
given caregivers peace of mind while 
enabling them to manage work and 
other responsibilities. And as GuardIO is 
hosted on one of the leading Canadian 

telecom private cloud platforms housed 
in Canadian data centres, it protects 
data privacy and confidentiality, ensur-
ing that only the registered caregivers 
have access to the monitoring data  
of loved ones or patients assigned to 
their care. 
 Since its pivot, WeTraq has 
launched a beta program to test and 
measure the impact of this Health 
Canada-certified solution and pro-
vide valuable feedback for how it can 
improve the quality of life for working 
caregivers across the country. The 
pandemic has made customers face 
more hardships than ever before and 
the economic downturn triggered by the 
pandemic has caused many businesses 
and startups to doubt the viability of 
their ideas and question whether they 
have what it takes to pull through. But 
WeTraq improved on their ideas and 
created something truly necessary for so 
many people. While many startups may 
have seen repurposing as a short-term 
opportunity or solution, WeTraq believed 
that retooling was a fundamental surviv-
al strategy and growth opportunity. The 
company’s mission to improve the men-
tal health and quality of life of caregivers 
and care partners was steadfast, even 
when tactics were changing. As Ishaan 
Singla, co-founder and CEO puts it,  
“The important thing to remember about 
pivoting is that change is just part of the 
startup process. Pivoting your startup is 
not quitting.”•

“All startups must solve problems. Our company’s mission  
has always been to improve the mental health and quality of life for  
both care partners as well as care recipients. At times of change the 
methodology of solving a particular problem is the answer to the  
success of your company. Persistence is crucial but so is adaptability.”
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20
MYANT
Toronto

About Myant.
Hannah Fung, director of marketing: 
Myant was founded in 2010 with the 
mission to transform human connect-
edness and has created the world’s 
first platform that ambiently connects 
people to their own bodies, to each 
other and to the world around them 
through the use of textiles that can 
sense and react to the human body.  
By knitting sensors and actuators 
into textiles, we enable all people to 
connect to care, unlock new levels of 
performance and work more safely and 
harmoniously with their environments. 
With an extensive patent portfolio, 
key exclusive relationships within the 
textile-computing industry, a multidisci-
plinary team of researchers, engineers, 
data scientists, fashion designers and 
knitting specialists, and more than 
80,000 square feet of manufacturing 
capacity, Myant is turning everyday 
textiles into bidirectional interfaces for 
human-computer interaction. 

Before COVID-19.
Prior to COVID, Myant was working on 
the commercialization of garments that 
connect people to those who care about 
their well-being — loved ones, health-
care professionals and themselves. By 
collecting data from the human body via 
clothing, the AI on the Myant platform 
can look for deviations in your body’s 
baseline behaviour that may warrant 
additional investigation. The insight 
extracted from this data can be shared 
by the user to those in their circle of care 
in order to create a closed-loop system 
enabling better decisions when it comes 

to healthcare management.

Fighting the  
pandemic.
When the pandemic 

became a reality for ev-
erybody, Myant looked at 

ways in which it could help. 
Governments across the 

country were looking for ways to address 
the shortage of PPE. As an end-to-end 
company capable of designing, testing 
and manufacturing advanced textile 
products in our facility in Toronto, Myant 
turned their team of textile scientists, 
fashion designers and knitting special-
ists to rapidly design, test and commer-
cialize reusable, washable textile masks. 
Our masks are different in that they are 

knitted using copper and silver yarns, 
materials known to possess antiviral 
and antibacterial properties. We were 
definitely racing against the clock to 
commercialize a product to fill this des-
perate need and it was a tremendous 
struggle. The hard work paid off and 
after three weeks, we started producing 
masks at scale and selling to the public. 
Our manufacturing lines had to be re-
configured to support the production of 
textile masks.

Lessons learned.
By pivoting, I think we really began to 
understand the power of our interdisci-
plinary team and our end-to-end capabil-
ities. We have all the expertise in-house 
needed to not just simply produce a tex-
tile mask (as anyone with a textile facto-
ry can), but to start with the fundamen-
tal yarn science and researching ways 
to integrate copper and silver into a new 
form factor to innovate. Our work did 
not stop at masks (which are continually 
being iterated upon, including designs 
intended to provide a textile alternative 
to disposable medical respirators rated 

at N95) as our core product. Skiin, which 
connects a person’s physical well-being 
with care providers, enables remote 
patient monitoring. In the wake of the 
pandemic, we have seen how incred-
ibly useful and necessary telehealth 
solutions are. This is especially true for 
the elderly population who are most at 
risk of complications due to COVID-19. 
Skiin was already ideally suited to mon-

itor an elderly person’s well-being and 
provide notifications of potential health 
problems. By tuning the system towards 
symptoms and biometrics relevant to 
COVID-19, we have effectively created 
a strong tool in the fight against the 
pandemic.

Business since the pivot. 
In the fall, federal Minister of Innovation, 
Science and Industry, Navdeep Bains, 
announced a funding agreement with 
Myant through the advanced manufac-
turing supercluster organization known 
as NGen to help bring Skiin to the peo-
ple of Canada, a clear validation of the 
impact that Skiin will have on society.  
We continue to have numerous conver-
sations with the public and private sec-
tors, not just about Skiin’s application 
within healthcare, but also in the context 
of connected performance and connect-
ed workplace safety. I think the world is 
just starting to see the possibilities we 
have been bringing to fruition over the 
years. Crises have a way of accelerating 
change and I think that we are seeing 
that play out right now. •

“Our masks are knitted using copper  
and silver yarns, materials known to possess 
antiviral and antibacterial properties.”
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Palmerston

21
TRUSSCORE

The Spark: Tell us about Trusscore. 

Dave Caputo, CEO: Trusscore is a 
material science company focused on 
developing sustainable building mate-
rials for the commercial, agricultural, 
healthcare and residential markets. 
We’re starting a journey to change the 
way people build buildings and the 
environmental footprint left behind when 
they do. We’re investing in research 
and development and bringing material 
science to our formulations — making it 
even more functional and beautiful.  
Trusscore evolved from MSW Plastics; 
the company was founded in 2007 by 
Steve Bosman and Joel Koops and is rec-
ognized as a world-class extrusion man-
ufacturing company. We are now shifting 
to a world-class polymer formulation and 
advanced manufacturing company. 
 
The Spark: What were you and your 
team working on prior to March 2020?  

DC: We were focused on manufacturing 
and transitioning from MSW Plastics to 
Trusscore. We were investing heavily in 
research and development to discover 
new materials and formulations to add 
to our existing products, designing a 

023576
891 4

useful feedback and determining what 
would be best to fit the current situation. 
One week after the idea was conceived, 
on March 23, the first 10 TempWall 
panels were installed at Grand River 
Hospital. From there, we started calling 
other hospitals and donating walls.  
 One week following this, on his 
morning announcement, Prime Minister 
Justin Trudeau made a humbling state-
ment about the Trusscore team’s efforts. 
From that moment on, we’ve been able 
to help and send TempWall by Trusscore 
to hospitals, long-term care homes, 
grocery stores, dental clinics and other 
businesses across the continent.

The Spark: Tell us more about the 
TempWall. 

DC: The main differentiator of Temp-
Wall by Trusscore and other temporary 
wall solutions on the market is Microban 
Aegis Microbe Shield — an antimicrobial 
surface treatment molecularly bonds 
to the surface of TempWall, making it 
inhospitable to germs. The antimicrobial 
treatment has demonstrated a 99.99 
percent reduction of a broad range of 
bacteria, moulds, yeast and fungi on 
treated surfaces. Other benefits include: 
a modular system that allows easy, clean 
and rapid deployment and installation; 
hospital-grade, non-porous surface; 
lightweight and durable panels for  
easier transport, assembly and re- 
configuration; and it’s environmentally 
sustainable — 100-percent recyclable 
with zero cut-off waste and UV stabilizers 
to prevent discolouring and cracking.   

The Spark: What have you learned 
from pivoting? 

DC: The most important lesson I have 
learned as a leader during this time is 
how our team — and the community — 
was able to quickly innovate and mobi-

lize; everyone was willing to help. Wheth-
er it be staff from the building across the 
street, local Kinsmen Club and volunteer 
firefighters, family and friends, everyone 
knew that to survive this outbreak, we 
had to work together. It was great to see 
the community come together. We were 
able to bring on board employees from 
the factory across the street rather than 
be furloughed.  
 The most significant change in my 
day-to-day, was that my phone started 
ringing at 7 a.m. and stopped at 2 a.m., 
many of those calls came from residents 
in the communities surrounding Palm-
erston and they sounded like this: “Hey 
Dave, I can drive a forklift. Do you need 
help?”
 
The Spark: What has business been 
like since making the change? 

DC: Since making the change, busi-
ness at Trusscore has been focused on 
increasing efficiency and focusing on 
our products’ formulations. We never 
anticipated entering the healthcare 
industry, but we suspect that TempWall 
is here to stay, given the response we’ve 
received. Trusscore has now manufac-
tured thousands of hospital-grade Temp-
Wall systems, operating at maximum 
production efficiency of 400 per day. 
The entire Team at Trusscore is thrilled 
to have done our small part to help slow 
the pandemic’s spread. •

recyclable, easy to install, durable, mod-
ular, green alternative to existing wall-
board solutions. As we transition from 
agricultural and commercial spaces into 
residential locations, we are focusing 
on “TrusscoreWall&CeilingBoard” and 
“TrusscoreSlatWall.”  The unanticipated 
arrival of COVID-19 launched us into our 
official rebrand earlier than expected 
with the product launch of our  
hospital-grade “TempWall” by Trusscore.   
 
The Spark: We know you decided to 
pivot, and Trusscore was even lauded 
by Prime Minister Justin Trudeau on 
what you started doing to help fight the 
pandemic. When did you decide your 
business could change course, and how 
did you do it? 

DC: It was the second week of March 
when we called a pandemic response 
meeting. This meeting quickly translated 
from how we can keep the Trusscore 
team safe — and if the plant was able 
to remain open during this time — to 
how can we help in response to the 
coronavirus outbreak. When one of the 
team mentioned they were more likely 
to Google “how to fix a broken arm and 
use duct tape to fix it” rather than going 
to a hospital emergency department 
waiting room and risk being exposed, the 
answer seemed so obvious as to how we 
could help.  
 When the African swine flu outbreak 
hit, NorLock by Trusscore was used to 
separate hogs in pig barns to stop the 
spread. Of course, pigs are much shorter 
and heavier than humans, but the same 
concept was used in the design process. 
This idea led to the development of four 
prototypes of TempWall.  
 Dr. Jay Green, chief of emergency 
medicine at Grand River Hospital and 
St. Mary’s General Hospital in Kitchen-
er, Ont., assisted in the development 
of TempWall by Trusscore, by providing Ill
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Belleville

22
TRIANGLE FLUID CONTROLS

Mike Boyd, vice-president and 
general manager: Triangle Fluid Con-
trols has been in the industrial gasket 
and non-slam check valve industries for 
quite some time. In 2007, it was created 
out of its sister company Durabla Cana-
da Ltd., which has been in operation out 
of Belleville since 1973. Triangle Fluid 
Controls designs and manufactures 28 
different gasket products for industries 
like oil and gas, food and pharma, pet-
ro-chemical and more. We are also the 
Canadian master distributor of non-slam 
check valves for DFT, another sister com-
pany based in Exton, PA, which services 
industries like power, mining, oil and gas. 

The Spark: How has Triangle  
Fluid Controls pivoted during COVID?

MB: At the time COVID-19 had hit China 
in January 2020, Triangle Fluid Controls 
was going about our normal day-to-day 
business with our network of distributors, 
which included distributing our products 
to 32 countries around the world. When 
COVID-19 quickly spread across the 
world in March, businesses began to shut 
down in Canada. We had several people 
working remotely. 
 The call for PPE was huge and one 
of our partners brought forward a design 
for PPE and we saw an opportunity. Part 
of our gasket-cutting technology lends 

itself very well to cutting out the design 
for face shields. So we launched a 
company-wide fundraising campaign and 
were fortunate to have incredible em-
ployees who stepped up and donated a 
lot of money to facilitate the project. We 
had others, like our marketing manager 
Sylvia Flegg, who designed the stickers. 
Triangle Fluid Controls provid-
ed the plastic for the face 
shields and leveraged some 
of our business part-
ners for other material 
donations like Hume 
Media’s stickers, AM 
Rubber and Foam 
Gaskets’ foam and 
another local com-
pany (it wishes to 
remain anonymous) 
that donated elastics. 
Our mindset was “let’s 
do something to give back 
in this time of need,” and so we 
pivoted our manufacturing capabilities to 
produce and donate 1,800 face shields 
to Quinte Health Care, which serves 
more than 160,000 people living in the 
regions of Prince Edward County, Hast-
ings County and the southeast portion of 
Northumberland County. 

The Spark: How easy or difficult was it 
to pivot operations?

MB: With our phenomenal team, it was 
relatively easy to pivot. As soon as we 
came up with the idea and the design 
for it, our entire staff — and some of 
their family members at home — were 
onboard. Employees were even taking 
things home to assemble to be ready for 
donation. We already had the equip-
ment, infrastructure and people eager 
to volunteer. It was merely a question of 
when, how many and what resources we 
were going to allocate to it.

The Spark: What have you learned 
from pivoting?

MB: No one would have ever thought 
that something like the pandemic could 
happen, but it did. I think what we’ve 
all learned from this is that it’s import-
ant for us to be, and continue to be, 
a nimble organization — whether it’s 
retooling products to make face shields 
using technology to have people work 

remotely — in order to be successful and 
to keep the business going. There are 
a lot of businesses that have unfortu-
nately closed or have been running with 
half their staff. One of the things I’m so 
grateful for is that we haven’t had to 
resort to that and our employees have 
been able to take home a full paycheck 
every week. •

The story behind the company. 
Andrew Glover, co-owner and  
engineering manager:
 Harbour Technologies is a 
third-generation, family run company 
that started in 1972 — it was started 
by my father and grandfather. Ten 
years ago, my brother and I took over 
and rebranded. Harbour Technologies 
designs and builds custom machines 
and automation for several indus-
tries, including nuclear, automotive 
and aerospace. We do anything cus-
tom that requires multiple volumes; 
we do the full design, manufacturing 
and fabrication.

The pivot. 
Back in early March, just before restau-
rants closed, we started investigating 
the equipment needed to manufacture 
the filtration media used in N95. When 
we didn’t have enough face masks for 
our employees, my brother, David, and 
I decided to make PPE ourselves. Our 
research showed machines used to 
make PPE are generally from China. It 
would be hard to manufacture PPE if 
we bought equipment from China. So, 
we decided to design and build our 
own Canadian-made PPE machines. 
We’re now fully involved in all aspects 
of PPE automation. We have four N95 

machines, including one for pleated 
face masks. We do surgical mask 
production and have the equipment to 
make Level 3 isolation surgical gowns. 
Our automotive background allows us 
to produce in high volume. One N95 
machine will produce more than 9,000 
masks each day. Prior to COVID-19, we 
never investigated getting licenced to 
manufacture surgical N95s. We were 
positioned really well in the sense that 
we had engineering time, machines 
and build times. It was quite a pivot. 
 We were later approached by a 
friend who wanted us to help him  
with his new brand called ATMIS Pro-
tective Equipment, which would get 
Canadian-made PPE to consumers. 
With ATMIS, we developed disposable 
masks for the public, the N95 and 
surgical masks. They’ve also designed 
a face shield called the ATMIS Sphere.  
They’re made of polycarbonate and 
are almost like safety glasses. These 
shields are sleek.

Post-pivot.
We’re still doing our regular day-to-day 
business — we’re building equipment. 
Some markets did slow down, but our 
defence orders picked up and nuclear 
is busy and strong. We’re one of the 
largest PPE custom equipment manu-
facturers in the country. •

Windsor

23
HARBOUR TECHNOLOGIES
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Toronto

24
STAFFY

Peter Faist, founder and CEO:  
Staffy, founded in 2015, is an on- 
demand marketplace, connecting skilled 
contractors looking for flexible work to 
organizations with flexible shifts to fill.   

The Spark: What were you working on 
prior to March 2020? 

PF: Prior to March 2020, Staffy was 
focused on the hospitality industry. 
We helped bars, restaurants, catering 
companies and event spaces find skilled 
front-of-house and back-of-house con-
tractors. We recognized that there was 
a need for Staffy in retail, healthcare, 
construction, and general labour, but we 
wanted to focus on one industry. After 
perfecting the model and expanding to 
more cities, we thought we would look at 

new industries. And that plan was work-
ing really, really well. Until COVID-19 hit.  

The Spark: How did you decide to 
pivot to fight against COVID-19 and help 
people during the pandemic?

PF: Overnight, the hospitality industry 
was decimated. With states of emer-

gencies declared, restaurants, 
bars and event spaces had 

to shut down com-
pletely or reduce their 
staffing significantly to 

support takeout and delivery 
services. All of a sudden, the 30,000 
independent contractors who had been 
using our platform for earnings to supple-
ment their incomes were looking to us 
for support. 
 That was hard. When the hospi-
tality industry shut down, our business 
dropped 98 percent. I was obviously 
focused on reducing our expenses and 
overhead so that I could extend Staffy’s 
run rate and give my core team confi-
dence that I could continue to pay them 
for a few months. But Staffy’s survival, 
that of my core team, was dwarfed by 
this obligation I felt to our broader com-
munity of independent contractors. They 
also had rent to pay and food to buy. 
What could I do to help find some work 
opportunities?
 I realized that delivery platforms 
like Instacart, Cornershop and Amazon 

would likely be in demand and need  
to supplement their workforce, as would 
supermarkets and retailers. I started to 
reach out, leveraging my network and 
posting on social media, but also cold 
emailing. I was hustling really hard,  
my team was hustling really hard and  
we were starting to see some traction. 
           We also started to hear from 
healthcare organizations. At first, it was 
for general labour or kitchen staff. But 
then there were requests for nurses and 
personal support workers. So, I looked to 
Eric Wood, Staffy’s community manager, 
and said, “Staffy is now expanding to 
healthcare.”
 A lot of our processes and systems 
could scale but we had to learn a lot and 
quickly about healthcare designations 
and regulations. We knew that in  
helping these organizations find skilled 
contractors to fill these essential shifts, 
we needed to be very cautious in cross-
ing our t’s and dotting our i’s.  

The Spark: What have you learned 
from pivoting? How did your day-to-day 
business change?

PF: Being an entrepreneur is hard, but 
it’s even harder in the middle of a crisis. 
When there is this much change and 
uncertainty, you have to stay nimble and 
flexible. But at the same time, you have 
to stay focused on the end goal.
 Our day-to-day operations, which 
previously felt like a marathon, now feels 
like a sprint. Every day we are working to 
find new opportunities for our skilled con-
tractors, but there has been the added 
urgency of filling essential services shifts 
for healthcare organizations in need. 
 
The Spark: What has business been 
like since making the change?

PF: Staffy is now active in three ver-
ticals: healthcare, general labour and 
hospitality. With hard work, hustle and 
heart, we’ve seen our core business 
metrics grow 10 times. But there is much 
more to do. •

Wherever business
takes you

MNP.ca

The business landscape has 

changed. No matter the industry 

sector, market location or specific 

areas of business you need 

addressed, MNP is there… where 

and when you need us.

Niko Anastassakis, CPA, CA 

905.579.4926  |  niko.anastassakis@mnp.ca

Custom Apparel & Promotional 
Items for your Business 

Golf Shirts, Hats, Sweatshirts, Toques, 
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@wearables.ca
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COVID didn’t just inspire companies to pivot — it also encouraged this team  
to launch competence.one — a platform they knew could help their peers.

HONOUR

ROLL

In January 2020, three graduates from 
Ontario Tech University’s software 

engineering program — Matthew Boivin, 
Anirudh Mungre and Ethan Elliott — were 
working on a team project for their cloud 
computing course led by Dr. Qusay 
Mahmoud. The project involved develop-
ing an online service to assist students 
in creating competency-based digital 
portfolios to give them a competitive 
edge for co-op or internship placements 
and for career opportunities. When 
COVID-19 hit, Boivin, Mungre and Elliott 
realized that, more than ever, students 
would need to be competitive to gain 
opportunities at a time when businesses 
were shutting down, reducing staff size 
or changing their operations. To them, the 
answer was delivering competence.one — 
a solid portfolio-sharing prototype — by 
the end of the course.
 “Prior to March 2020, we developed 
the platform just for our school project. 
We mainly focused the development of 
the project on finding the best way to 

display a candidate’s information in a 
simple but visual format.” says Boivin, 
“As the news regarding COVID-19 got 
worse, it motivated us to develop a plat-
form that could help individuals having 
a tough time finding work. We found that 
COVID was causing a job funnel due to 
mass layoffs and re-hirings, and this 
became a large motivator in hastening 
the development process.”

The Spark: What inspired you to create 
competence.one?

Matthew Boivin, Anirudh Mungre, 
Ethan Elliott: As co-op students, we 
were all too familiar with the difficulties 
of creating a resume that stands out. We 
wanted to create a format that allows 
students to better display their highlights 
without making their application too long 
or cluttered. After interviewing employers, 
we found that many employers — as well 
as candidates — had grievances with 
the current format of the resume. This 

is when we knew we had potential for our 
product to join the mainstream market. 

The Spark: How has your day-to-day 
operations changed since launching  
competence.one?

MB, AM, EE: competence.one has  
become a major part of our day-to-day 
lives. We have weekly briefs to discuss the 
plans for each week of development and to 
brainstorm new features for the platform. 
As we continue to get closer to a finished 
product, development is taking extra priority.

The Spark: What have you learned about 
being an entrepreneur during the pandemic?

MB, AM, EE: Being an entrepreneur 
requires you to adapt to an ever-evolving 
environment. COVID-19 has forced us to 
rethink our original portfolio-sharing plan 
for competence.one and forced us to be 
more flexible by incorporating features to 
assist the employer. 
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The City of Oshawa: 
A Destination for 
Expansion in the GTA

Connect with us
Sign up for e-news: Oshawa.ca/enews
 
Follow us
Twitter: @InvestOshawa
LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/
company/city-of-oshawa/
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/
oshawacity/  
Instagram: @CityofOshawa

The City of Oshawa continues to serve the business community and has grown as an 

attractive location for organizations considering an eastern presence within the Greater 

Toronto Area (GTA). The City offers a unique blend of proximity to major North American 

markets with spacious neighborhoods and a lifestyle that is growing in popularity as 

remote work normalizes. Prepare to be amazed!
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Spark Centre is committed to supporting technology and innovation businesses with high-level 
programming, advisory services and funding opportunities. As a regional innovation centre, 

we are helping drive economic growth and sustainability in Durham Region and Northumberland County.

Contact us today to find out how Spark Centre is supporting 
Eastern Ontario’s innovation and entrepreneurial communities.

AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP

SUPPORTING THE GROWTH OF

INNOVATION

 www.sparkcentre.org


