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A. Introduction 
 
 
This Northern Labour Market Information Clearinghouse Report examines the 
purpose and function of science and innovation centres, particularly as they relate to, 
or as part of, post secondary educational institutions.  This report describes the results 
of a literature search that is provided in Appendix A.  It examines how a science and 
innovation centre fits with universities and with colleges.  Finally, it discusses which 
aspects of such centres are best suited to colleges and offers recommendations.  
 
 
 

B. Definition and Background on Science and Innovation Centres  
 
“Science park” is the generic term for a variety of similar initiatives that go by a 
variety of terms, including:  “science and innovation centres”, “research park”, 
“science park”,  “technology park, “technology incubator”, “innovation centre”, and 
“technopark”.  For the purposes of this paper, the term science and innovation centre 
will be used in place of the generic term science park. 
 
A science and innovation centre is essentially “a cluster of knowledge-based 
businesses, where support and advice are supplied to assist in the growth of the 
companies.  In most instances, science and innovation centres are associated with a 
centre of technology such as a university or research institute.” (UK Science Park 
Association)  
 
Typical functions of science and innovation centres include: 
 

• Encourage and support the start up, incubation and further growth of 
innovative businesses with good growth potential; 

• Provide an environment where larger, frequently international 
businesses can develop specific and close interactions with a particular 
centre of technology for their mutual benefit; and, 

• Create a formal and operational link with such a reservoir of 
technology. (UK Science Park Association). 

 
Services provided by science and innovation centres can include:  
 

• Property available at for lease at reasonable rates;  
• Technology support by the associated university or research organization; and, 
• Business services, including reception, telecommunications, photocopying, 

cleaning, security, secretarial support, and use of conference rooms. 
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A frequently related aspect of science and innovation centres is the “business 
incubator”.  The business incubator provides intensive, hands-on support and services 
to assist specifically in the creation and early-stage growth of businesses.  Services 
provided can include: help with business planning, raising finances, marketing 
support and mentoring.  Enterprises selected to benefit from this support are usually 
encouraged to leave the incubator after about two years when they have acquired a 
strong skills base and management experience.  In 2000, 83% of science parks 
surveyed had an incubator while 17% did not. (IASP News, September 2000) 
 
Keeping in mind these descriptions what science and innovation centres are, it is 
important to note what science and innovation centres are not.  The following are not 
considered to be science and innovation centres according to the previous definitions 
and examples cited: 
 

• High-tech centres or corridors, such as Silicon Valley in California; 
• Industrial parks, in which manufacturing is the primary focus;  
• Pure property development such as a business park; or 
• Office parks where administration or sales are the main functions. 

(Technology in the Garden: Research Parks and Economic Development,, 
pg.5) 

 
 
 
 
C. Relevant Literature on Science and Innovation Centres 
 
A literature search was undertaken on science and innovation centres and related 
terms.  The term “science and innovation centres” did not yield any sources nor was 
there any literature identified on the topic “colleges and science and innovation 
centres”.  The generic terms “science park” or “research park” did result in the 
identification of some sources. 
 
There were few Canadian sources on science parks or research parks. Only two 
Canadian articles were identified in the literature search: 
 

• “Discovery Parks Leader in R&D”.  Journal of Commerce.  February 4, 2002. 
This article profiles Discovery Parks Inc., a B.C.  research park privately-
incorporated in 1979 that today has 41 companies and employs 3,500 
scientists.  
 

• “Hopes High for Victoria Tech Park”.  The Globe and Mail, April 23, 2002. 
This news article describes the newly-opened Vancouver Island Technology 
Park, which will support the region’s fledgling technology sector, create co-op 
learning opportunities for students, and result in other economic benefits over 
time. 
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Much of the international literature on science parks was written between the mid-
1980s to the early 1990s.  The more relevant sources identified included: 
 

• Michael I. Luger and Harvey A. Goldstein.  Technology in the Garden:  
Research Parks and Economic Development. 1991. 
This was likely the most useful identified source on research parks.  It 
discusses the value of research parks to universities, presents several detailed 
case studies on successful American research parks, and describes the factors 
that have contributed to the success and failure of research parks.  However, 
the case studies described in this source are strictly American and date from 
the 1980s. 

 
• Peter Hamilton.  “Science Parks:  Growth of Science Parks Since 1981 Has 

Been Huge”.  Investors Chronicle. May 19, 1995. 
This British article describes the growth of science parks and identifies 
different models operating in the United Kingdom. 

 
See Appendix A for the full results of the literature review.  Some of the sources cited 
in the literature search could not be obtained locally. 
 
 
 
D. Examples of Alberta-Based  Science and Innovation Centres 
 
There is no single transferable science and innovation centre model.  Instead, science 
and innovation centres can incorporate a wide range of different initiatives.  The 
characteristics of each centre are usually determined by its objectives, its location, the 
prevailing economic climate and the local expertise and resources available.   
 
To demonstrate the range of science and innovation models found within Alberta, a 
brief description has been prepared on the Olds College for Innovation, Edmonton 
Research Park, and the University of Calgary Research Park. 
 
 
1. The Edmonton Research Park 
 
The Edmonton Research Park was established in 1980 to help diversify the Edmonton 
economy through the development of advanced technology companies. The 
Edmonton Research Park is situated on a 320-acre site some 15 minutes from the 
International Airport.  It currently has over 35 companies employing more than 1,200 
employees.   
 
The major areas of activity at the Edmonton Research Park include: medical, 
biotechnology, electronics, telecommunications, software development, petroleum 
research and cold weather engineering.     
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The University of Alberta, NAIT, and the Alberta Research Council have established 
formal working relationships with each other in advancing research and technology 
development at the Edmonton Research Park. 
Specialized facilities in the Edmonton Research Park include: 
 

• A 37,000 litre fermentation scale-up pilot plant available for contract 
research; 

• The Advanced Technology Centre (ATC) business incubator offering 
office space, amenity services, and business assistance to qualified 
entrepreneurs and startup companies; 

• Research Centre One, a multi-tenant facility available to firms on the 
threshold of growth requiring more specialized working environments, 
including laboratories and manufacturing related facilities; 

• A 28,000 volume technical library; and, 
• A 197 seat lecture theatre   (Edmonton Research Park) 

 
 
2. The Olds College Centre for Innovation.  The Centre’s Mission is “as a hub 

to its network partners, assists agriculture, forestry and oil/gas industries 
through applied research, development and commercialization (new products, 
technologies and incubation of businesses) and learning opportunities.”    

 
The Centre concentrates on assisting small and medium-sized businesses with 
applied research in composting and applied microbiology, new products from 
crops and processing, waste management, and complementary production 
system innovations.   
 
The Dr. Robert Turner Research Centre consists of 8,000 square feet of space 
for offices, new labs, and expansion room.  Together with the Business 
Resource Centre, it offers the following services: 

 
• Consulting with the research and business staff; 
• Accessing federal, provincial, and other library business and product 

information; 
• Accessing seconded staff of Olds College or other scientific partners;  
• Gaining access to other scientific labs in Alberta; and, 
• Obtaining short-term rental of incubator space. 

 
The Centre works through established partnerships and alliances with a wide 
variety of organizations.  Some of these include: 

 
• The University of Alberta 
• Texas A & M University 
• Alberta Agriculture, Food and Rural Development 
• Alberta Research Council 
• AVAC Ltd. 
• Finning Corp 
• Alberta Technology Commercialization Network 
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• Town of Olds 
• MountainView County  (Olds College Centre for Innovation) 

 
3. The University of Calgary Research Park 
 

Established in 1966, the University of Calgary Research Park is Canada’s 
oldest university related research park.  Located contiguous to the University 
of Calgary, the park occupies 1,200,000 square feet of developed research 
facilities and houses more than 30 companies. 

 
The University of Calgary works collaboratively with the tenants of the Park 
to facilitate research and assist the transfer of technology to the mutual benefit 
of the University and Park tenants.   

 
Tenants of the University of Calgary Research Park are involved primarily in 
research activity in the social sciences, physical sciences, biological sciences 
or engineering.  This research activity may include pure research, applied 
research, testing/analysis of materials and equipment, laboratory experiments, 
process development, production or assembly of prototype products, economic 
evaluation and business research.   

 
Designated incubator facilities may be available for smaller firms to undertake 
limited assembly operations.   (University of Calgary Research Park) 

 
 
 

E. Relationship of Science and Innovation Centres to Universities   
 
In most instances, science and innovation centres are associated with a centre of 
technology such as a university or research institute. (UK Science Park Association)  
However, a university connection is not essential.  The 115 acre Belasis Hall 
Technology Park in Cleveland Ohio, numbering approximately 80 tenants in 1995, 
grew out of a former company’s research and development facility on the site 
(“Science Parks:  Growth of Science Parks Since 1981 Has Been Huge”.  Investors 
Chronicle) It is interesting to note, however, that centres which fail are more likely 
than successful parks to not be connected with a nearby research university. 
(Technology in the Garden:  Research Parks and Economic Development, pg.184) 
 
A survey undertaken by the International Association of Science Parks in September 
2000 determined that on a worldwide basis, 32% of science and innovation centres 
were located inside a university campus and 68% were not. (IASP News. September 
2000) 
 
To date, universities have been the almost exclusive educational partners in science 
and innovation centres.  According to Dr. Alec Bialski, Director Innovation and 
Technology Development at SAIT, this is because policy makers assume that 
innovation is directly linked to research and development expenditures, specifically 
basic research.  Currently, well over $1 billion is invested annually in R&D by the 
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federal and provincial governments in universities mainly for basic research.  
(Canada’s Technical Colleges: An Untapped Innovation Resource, pg. 7) 
 
According to Luger and Goldstein, there are seven major reasons why universities 
seek to be affiliated with science and innovation centres: 
 

1. To help attract and retain entrepreneurial faculty. 
2. To help attract good graduate students. 
3. To increase collaborative research with private industry. 
4. To facilitate technology transfer and the commercialization of faculty 

inventions. 
5. To enhance the general quality and stature of the university. 
6. To contribute to the economic development of the region. 
7. To generate revenue through land sales and leases (for university-owned 

parks) (Technology in the Garden:  Research Parks and Economic 
Development, pg. 171-172) 

 
Despite the potential benefits realized by universities in such an affiliation, Luger 
and Goldstein suggest that science and innovation centres may not be the “highest 
and best use” for university land or the most productive use of university 
resources. However, they advise that: 
 

Universities that seek to maximize the net benefits from their 
affiliation with a research park should attempt to externalize as much 
of the cost of operating the park as possible.  For instance, parks that 
are owned and operated by private corporations, nonprofit foundations, 
and state and local governments, but that are proximate to the 
university, would still allow universities to achieve all except the last 
two objectives (reasons universities seek to be affiliated with research 
parks) listed above yet with far less financial obligation and risk. 
(Technology in the Garden:  Research Parks and Economic 
Development, pg. 171 - 173) 

 
 
 

F. Applicability of Science and Innovation Centres to Colleges 
 
In Alberta and across Canada, the Olds College Centre for Innovation is a rare 
example of a college-based science and innovation centre.  According to Rick Tofani, 
CEO of the Olds College Centre for Innovation, a science and innovation centre is 
actually a “better fit” with colleges than universities.  He contends that colleges have 
a more intimate connection with industry because they train the future workforce. 
According to Bob Wilkes, Director Technology Management, Research and 
Technology Commercialization, Alberta Science and Innovation, “The colleges are 
perfect entry for industry.  It is where industry goes first.”   Dr. Alec Bialsky, Director 
of Innovation and Technology Development at SAIT, maintains that universities tend 
to focus on creating original knowledge.  This focus, says Bialski, “leads universities 
to seek technology solutions through new science and new knowledge rather than 
respond to technology problems.” 
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Rick Tofani also notes that industry tends to build up around colleges, rather than 
universities.  Industry representatives then tend to come to the college with “problems 
that they want fixed.”  Thus it is the colleges’ focus on applied research that industries 
and business are seeking in order to help solve their practical problems. 
 
According to Bialski, “Colleges are a rich source of knowledge and skill sets.  
Applied research provides a means to utilize this capital of knowledge and share it 
with the community.  It also allows faculty and students to become involved in 
innovative applications within the context of real world problem solving.” (Canada’s 
Technical Colleges: An Untapped Innovation Resource, pg. 5) 
 
Both Tofani and Bialski raise practical issues on how science and innovation centres 
fit with colleges.  According to Tofani, Olds College Centre for Innovation has 
approached the Board of Olds College about the possibility of developing an 
incubator park.  The Olds College Board is seriously questioning whether such a 
development fits with the mandate and mission of the college. 
 
Bialski argues that the greatest challenge and barrier to creating and maintaining an 
innovative environment (which can also include the development of science and 
innovation centres) is faculty members’ workload. “To work on an applied R&D, a 
faculty member must increase his/her workload or be replaced in the classroom.  Both 
options are neither easy nor popular with college structure, as they tend to be 
disruptive to the education system.  Plus there are no visible incentives to do so.” 
(Canada’s Technical Colleges: An Untapped Innovation Resource, pg. 5) 
 
Other issues facing science and innovation centres is the considerable time involved 
to seek out and obtain capital and operational funding for such ventures.  Operational 
funding is in particularly short supply, as government and private funders prefer to 
fund “bricks and mortar” rather than operational costs.   
 
 
 

G. Recommendations 
 

1. Colleges should approach the topic of science and innovation centres with 
a realistic perspective.   Although recent analyses have not been done on the 
success of science and innovation centres, the success rate among announced 
research parks in the early 1990s was only 50%.  Anecdotal evidence about 
parks that have failed stresses the lack of patience, commitment, and 
understanding of appropriate university-industry institutional relationships by 
key leaders and the propensity for legislatures and university governing boards 
to approve too many parks. (Technology in the Garden:  Research Parks and 
Economic Development, pg. 74) 

 
According to Luger and Goldstein, such centres “will be most successful in 
helping to stimulate economic development in regions that already are richly 
endowed with the resources that attract highly educated scientists and 
engineers.  This is not to say that regions with less rich endowments cannot 
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have a high-technology future, but more basic and long-term investments in 
improving public and higher education, environmental quality, and residential 
opportunities will be needed first.” (Technology in the Garden:  Research 
Parks and Economic Development, pg. 183-184) 
 

 
2. Colleges require additional resources and new funding programs to 

encourage their faculty in innovation, whether that is within the present 
college structure or through a science and innovation centre.  SAIT is 
currently developing an innovation plan to create the Prototype Development 
Fund in the amount of $3 million per year over a 10-year period.  Dr. Alec 
Bialski has calculated that if only 10 – 15% of SAIT’s faculty members 
become engaged in applied and project R&D and innovation, it would enable 
approximately 100 highly skilled individuals to become directly involved in 
innovation projects. (Canada’s Technical Colleges: An Untapped Innovation 
Resource, pg. 7)  

 
 

3. Northern colleges interested in further exploring the science and 
innovation centre concept were encouraged by all those interviewed to 
link their resources together.  One suggestion was to create virtual networks 
for specific innovative projects.   A possible source of funding that northern 
Alberta colleges’ were encouraged to investigate as a group was Alberta 
Innovation and Science’s “Alberta Science and Research Investments 
Program”. One of the funding streams “Enabling Research Application and 
Technology Transfer” supports linkages, infrastructure and networks directly 
related to research application and technology transfer.  Another possible 
funding source for northern Alberta colleges is the Alberta Technology 
Commercialization Network, a collective group of organizations that assists 
companies in the technology commercialization process. 
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