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note
Jesse Rodgers
tlantic Canada’s startup ecosystem is starting to boom.
A
Ample tech-enabled startups are popping up all over the
region, creating jobs and driving innovation. At Volta alone,

we have more than 43 companies and 300-plus network
members working out of our space, building unique products and services that are bound to disrupt a wide range of
sectors.
We’re also getting noticed around the world. Startup Genome recently ranked Atlantic Canada No. 4 in activation
stage – that’s ahead of Calgary, Edmonton and Quebec City
in Canada, and ahead of Estonia, Manila, Frankfurt, and
New Zealand internationally.
We’re definitely doing something right.
In late September, the second annual Innovate Atlantic Conference brought entrepreneurs, business leaders, students
and organizations together to set the innovation agenda for
the next 25 years. We looked at ways to bridge the gap with
youth and newcomers, engage traditional industries and encourage inclusive innovation. One major take away from the
event was that, in order to stimulate growth and drive innovation in Atlantic Canada, we can – and should – celebrate
our wins, but then, we need to challenge ourselves to do
even better.
In the opening keynote, the Honourable Kevin Lynch high-

lighted a number of current challenges and opportunities for
Canada. The three things that resonate as we reflect on the
last year is Canada has a strong brand in being trustworthy,
civil and intelligent. We see it in our growing ecosystem here
in Nova Scotia and I believe it gives our founders an edge
when competing globally.
Earlier in the year, Volta celebrated some of the
local successes with the launch of the Ecosystem Impact
Awards. We were thrilled to recognize the game changers
and supporters from our ecosystem, including Ignite Labs,
Square Roots, Build Ventures, McInnes Cooper, and SomaDetect with various awards.
While it is meaningful to focus on the successes, it is also imperative that we review what’s working, what isn’t, and address any gaps to better serve our community of innovators.
One very clear gap that was identified is the high number of
early stage startups that were unable to get to the next stage
of growth, and often shut down. To counteract this trend,
Volta launched a new program called LEAP – Leading Entrepreneurs to an Accelerator Path – in partnership with ACOA.
Through training sessions, workshops and mentorship, this
program prepares founders for major accelerator programs
such as Creative Destruction Lab and Techstars.
We’ve also formed some exciting new partnerships in the
region, including one with Dalhousie University’s Emera IdeaHUB, Saint Mary’s University, Accenture, the Halifax Partnership and Halifax Regional Municipality, along with a growing list of corporate members. We are very excited to build
on these new relationships and welcome more people to
Volta in the coming year!

Programs +
Hoist is a technology club for teens between
the ages of 12 to 19, who are interested in
coding, design or entrepreneurship. Hoist
takes place at Volta and North Preston
on Saturdays, and is facilitated by industry experts. Teens learn by doing during these hands-on sessions,
with plenty of new subjects to learn
each month.

Volta Academy helps future founders
go from big idea to a viable tech-focused startup through a series of
training sessions. With the
support of Volta mentors and
founders, participants learn
how to test and validate their
idea, outline an MVP, and
grow a scalable startup.

Network Membership provides a place
for individuals and teams to learn,
connect and build their company. For
a small monthly fee, they can tackle
projects in our Co-Working Space,
with access to bookable meeting rooms, phone booths, wifi,
discounted (or free) events,
networking and more.

Volta Talent is a new program
that places highly technical
post-secondary students with
work placements in the Atlantic
Canadian startup ecosystem,
helping them gain meaningful employment experience.
This program will launch in
January 2020.
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Women Taking over the World with Tech
supports Atlantic Canadian female founders,
leaders and employees in the technology sector. The goal of this program is for participants to learn a
new skill, meet a new mentor,
broaden their network and gain
more resources to launch or
grow their tech startup.

Volta Cohort helps
early stage, high calibre
founders attract and secure
venture capital. Companies are
selected at pitch competitions, where they
receive work space for
a year, training, resources
and $25,000 in investment.

Volta Gear is a new partnership between the
Emera ideaHUB and Volta. This partnership
will allow hardware companies working out of both hubs to access specific
programming and resources focused
on hardware. Services are available to
startups participating in the Emera ideaHUB, the Volta community, Dalhousie
Sandboxes and student teams.

Volta Global will help cover basic travel expenses up to
$3,000 per founder or company. It will also help cover
the cost of global-scale programs if Atlantic
Canadian companies are accepted into
world-class accelerators, or offset
costs that arise when a startup or
SME participates in CDMN programming. Volta Global begins
in January 2020.

Resident Companies receive flexible work
space at Volta, where they grow their startup
with access to a board of mentors, industry experts, events,
training, meeting rooms and
more than $50,000 in resources. Plus, the proximity
to other founders can help
expedite their development.

Volta LEAP prepares founders for their
participation in major accelerators. They
will then be equipped with the competitive advantage that can only be
acquired through accelerator experience, and bring those skills
back to the region, where they
will further drive growth in our
startup ecosystem.

Alumni companies play a very important role in
our growing startup community.
The relationship continues when
they outgrow our space, as Alumni remain actively involved in the
Volta Community, and help nurture
the next round of entrepreneurs
as mentors, peers, event judges,
workshop leads and more.

Corporate Innovation offerings at Volta
help established companies change their
approach to business challenges. With innovation at the
heart of the model, a company’s dedicated team is empowered to build creative solutions
in expert-led workshops, or in
an office or Innovation Outpost.

Volta Catalyst will help
partners in Nova Scotia set up
community spaces in areas
outside of Halifax. This new
program will see Volta serve
as a consultant to help other organizations and groups
in rural communities set up
innovation hubs.

Do you have a question about a
Volta program, service or event?
Email services@voltaeffect.com
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Volta in the news
Volta and Microsoft announce partnership to help grow startups
HUDDLE (Sept. 26, 2019) – Volta, a Halifax-based innovation hub, is partnering with Microsoft for Startups Canada to support the growth and development of Eastern
Canadian startups to help them grow and scale.
The new partnership, announced on Thursday morning
at the Innovate Atlantic event, aims to bring the Microsoft
for Startups program, expertise and resources to the Volta community through joint initiatives, events and access
to technology.
“Volta is a pillar of support for startups in eastern Canada, helping local companies connect with the resources
they need to scale,” said Adam Nanjee, managing director of Microsoft for Startups Canada, in a release. “We
look forward to working with them to support, build and
accelerate the startup community in Halifax and across
Atlantic Canada.”
The collaboration will involve specific events and programming tailored to Atlantic Canada’s startup community, such as expert-led Lunch + Learn sessions, Microsoft
for Startup office hours, initiatives focused on diversity,
inclusion and underrepresented founders, as well as cus-

tom bespoke events focusing on artificial intelligence and
AI for good.
For eligible Volta Residents, the partnership includes
up to $120,000 in free Azure credits, as well as enterprise-grade technical support and development tools
from Microsoft for Startups.

ReelData enters Techstars AI

ENTREVESTOR (Sept. 18, 2019) – Halifax-based ReelData, whose software uses artificial intelligence to analyze video for the aquaculture industry, has entered the
Techstars Montreal AI Accelerator.
Founders Matt Zimola and Hossein Salimian joined the
latest cohort of the accelerator last week, immediately
beginning one-on-one meetings with the range of mentors brought in for the program.
ReelData uses artificial intelligence to collect and analyze
data for fish farms. Its software can analyze video from
fish pens and produce meaningful data on the weight
distribution of fish stock and the progress of certain diseases.
As a promising AI company, it was able to enter the Techstars program in Montreal, which focuses on AI companies. Affiliated with Real Ventures, it is the third Techstars
accelerator in Canada, and one of a network of Techstars
programs around the world.
“Techstars itself is like this mentor-focused accelerator,
and they’re one of the best in the world at it,” said Zimola
in a phone interview from Montreal last week.
6
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Zimola and Salimian were graduate computer science
students at Dalhousie University who wanted to start
an AI venture, and their professor Thomas Trappenburg
suggested they consider an ocean venture. Soon they
settled on aquaculture as a target market.

Atlantic Canadian startups raised record $166.6M in 2018
BETAKIT (Sept. 27, 2019) – Atlantic Canada startups
reined in a record-setting $166.6-million of private capital last year, up 43 per cent from $116-million in 2017,
according to a report released by Entrevestor.

Entrevestor’s Atlantic Canadian Startup Data Report
2018, which measures the performance and growth of
the regional startup community, found that New Brunswick accounted for $84.7-million of private capital
raised, most notably New Brunswick’s IT sector, with
Fredericton-based companies like Sonrai Security raising $24-million, Introhive raising $20-million, and Resson
raising $14-million.

“Entrevestor’s report demonstrates the impact that Atlantic Canadian startups have on the region’s economic growth, and represents an increased collaboration
between key stakeholders in our innovation ecosystem,” said Jesse Rodgers, CEO of Halifax-based innovation hub, Volta.
“More people and organizations are working together
to collect and share information to highlight the Atlantic
region’s contribution to Canada’s innovation economy,
and that enthusiasm towards collaboration will be a fundamental part of catalyzing Atlantic Canada’s ecosystem so it can reach its full potential,” he added.

Five Atlantic Canada startups recognized at Volta Ecosystem Impact Awards
BETAKIT (June 7, 2019) – Five Atlantic Canada companies were recognized for their community impact at
the Ecosystem Impact Awards this week, hosted by Halifax-based [innovation hub] Volta and RBC.
The Ecosystem Impact Awards were launched this year
to celebrate Atlantic Canada’s startup community with
five awards that were presented to founders, companies,
and their supporters in the Volta Event Space. There
were more than 40 nominations, and the recipients were
selected by a panel of judges, comprised of regional
business leaders.
“The support and leadership within the startup community is one of the reasons why Atlantic Canadian companies are experiencing growth and success on national
and international levels,” said Jesse Rodgers, CEO of
Volta. “Organizations, like the ones recognized here today, are positively shaping our ecosystem, and are helping put Atlantic Canada on the map.”
Ignite Labs received the Catalyst Award, whichrecognizes a startup that has helped create cohesion and growth
in the Atlantic Canadian startup ecosystem. Ignite Labs
is a tech incubator that provides structure, mentoring and
partnerships for startups in the Southwestern region of
Nova Scotia.
Square Rootsreceived thePositive Impact Award, w
 hich
recognizes a founder or company that has developed
and implemented solutions for social, cultural or environmental issues, to the benefit of the community-at-large.
Build Venturesreceived the Community Leader Award,
which recognizes a company that has directly impacted

the growth and development of the entrepreneurial landscape in Atlantic Canada.
McInnes Cooper
, among the 25 largest business law
firms in Canada, received the Corporate Supporter
Award which recognizes a corporate partner who has
been a gracious supporter of the tech startup community
in Atlantic Canada.
SomaDetectreceived the D
 isruptor Award, whichr ecognizes an up-and-coming business in Atlantic Canada that
has experienced significant entrepreneurial success over
the past year.
“Atlantic Canada is a powerhouse for technology and innovation talent, and the Volta Ecosystem Impact Award
recipients are proof of that,” said Jules Andrew, senior vice
president of Enterprise Operations and Payments at RBC.
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Insights + Impact of Volta Cohort

ack in 2017, we had a big idea
B
to help entrepreneurs be more
successful in the region, and were

eager to run with it; we suspected that early stage startups would
reach success faster if they had a little bit of investment early on in their
development.
So, with Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency (ACOA), BDC Capital
and Innovacorp, we ran with this
idea, in the form of a semi-annual
Cohort Pitch Event, where 15 companies present their idea or business to a panel of judges.
Up to five companies are selected and receive $25,000 in
investment, awarded live that
day. They also receive one year
of work space at Volta, access to
resources, mentorship and much
more.

With ACOA supporting the operations, BDC Capital, Innovacorp
and Volta as the funding partners, we created a $500,000

microfund for a two-year pilot that
rolled out in four cohorts, spanning
November 2017 to May 2019.
The program yielded an impressive
roster of high-calibre Cohort companies that are working to disrupt or
are actively disrupting various sectors locally, nationally and around
the world.
Trip Ninja, for example, is streamlining multi-city travel; Clockk is automating the time-tracking process
for agencies and freelancers; Coloursmith is developing next-generation contact lenses; and ReelData

is using artificial-intelligence to monitor finned fish aquaculture. Those
are only some of the 19 impressive
companies that have participated in
Cohort over the last few years.
A whopping 86 per cent of those
Cohort companies are still in business, and have collectively raised almost $6-million (received and pending) as of November 2019.
Injecting early stage startups with a
small investment, and pairing it with
mentorship and support has been
extremely useful to help entrepreneurs get to a venture path. The program has also brought
new founders into the
Atlantic Canadian startup ecosystem, further
growing our community.
We are excited to
continue offering the
program, and more
importantly, to help entrepreneurs reach their
business goals faster.

November 2017 to May 2019 Cohort Impact
22 companies
selected • 19 funded

$475,000

• three companies turned
down investment offer •

in investment

51 people

employed by Volta
Cohort companies

86 %

still in
operation

Founder Demographics

37%

$5,482,743
in investments

Age

Gender

Female

$3,405,425 received

32% under

$2,077,318 pending
$1,559,112 in grant dollars

63%

$587,544 in combined
revenue, 2019

+ over, 68%

*as of November 2019

Male

This program is proudly supported by
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VOLTA LEAP
A

BY VOLTA STAFF

tlantic Canada’s startup ecosystem, undoubtedly, is evolving at an incredibly fast pace.
Less than 20 years ago, for example,
the infrastructure, agencies and support systems that are now in place
to empower startups, were more an
idea than a reality. The Internet was
just becoming mainstay, and as a
result, tech-enabled companies – let
alone startups in general – were far
less common than they are today.
But, the opportunity was there, and
people were talking about it.
That was the environment that
then-venture
capitalist
Toon
Nagtegaal entered back in 2003,
when he and his wife uprooted their
lives from Holland to Nova Scotia.
“My wife and I had cycled here in
1999. We fell in love with the place
and said, ‘We should go and live
there,’” Nagtegaal said. So, they
packed their belongings, and he
began looking for work in an industry he knew best.
“I’ve been a venture capitalist almost all of my working life, and so,
coming here, the logical thing to
do was knock on a venture capitalist’s door – which I did, and
I worked there for a year and a
half,” he said.
After gaining a better understanding of the economic landscape in Atlantic Canada, Nagtegaal decided it
was time to launch his own venture
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capital firm – the third one for the former VC.

talking, which was kind of sobering,”
Nagtegaal said.

“That failed miserably,” Nagtegaal
said, with a laugh. He added that the
initial meetings went extremely well,
however, “There was basically no
startup ecosystem here at all at the
time.”

So what does a venture capitalist
without companies to invest in do?

“No one in the region would invest in
venture capital, and no one outside
the region that would want to
invest in venture
capital wanted
to invest in
this region.
That was
the conclusion
after a
year of
travelling
and

For Nagtegaal, the solution was simple: instead of investing in startups,
he would help young companies
become investment-ready to drive
growth in the region, with support
from the Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency.
“I made it into a structured
approach, and called it THENEXTPHASE. I started leading workshops,
built out the structure, model and
methodology for the program,” he
said. “Over the years, altogether, I
worked with more than 300 companies in Atlantic Canada since 2010,
assisting founders in their preparation for growth and financing.”
As the ecosystem continues to
flourish and evolve – with
ample organizations and
networks established
and emerging to support businesses of all
sizes – Nagtegaal’s
perspective on regional growth has,
too.
“I think – given
the size of our
region, which
is super small
in the number of people – we will
never have

a good amount of venture capital
companies, or even angels. The access to capital for our companies is
through accelerators,” he said. “The
accelerators bring to the table venture capitalists from outside the region, angels from outside the region
and inside the region, and become
more savvy about the whole thing.”
Locally, nationally and internationally, there are renowned accelerators,
such as Creative Destruction Lab,
Techstars and Y Combinator, that
will give successful participants a
competitive edge, with the hope that
they will return to Atlantic Canada to
further drive economic growth, job
creation and innovation in the region.
But getting into an accelerator program – and succeeding in one – is
no easy feat.
“It is important to make sure companies will be successful in those accelerator programs because that is
where they are going to get access to
capital,” Nagtegaal said. “So basically, what we’ve done is not so much
something new, but with a far clearer
goal: we’ve created a pre-accelerator
program – Volta LEAP (Leading Entrepreneurs to an Accelerator Path) –
that is designed to be the funnel for
founders to be successful in a bunch
of accelerator programs.”
Facilitated by Nagtegaal, Volta LEAP
will take startups from early stage to
growth-stage through various training sessions and workshops to first
reaffirm that an accelerator is the
right fit, and then, that the participating founder will be fully prepared for
success.
“There are two elements in what
makes a candidate unsuitable for
Volta LEAP: the business is not at
all aimed at quick growth, and the
other is that the person trying to do
it is not or not yet capable of doing
it,” Nagtegaal said. “After working
with more than 300 companies, and
thousands before that, I’ve become
pretty good at weeding out companies.”

Volta LEAP begins with an application to the program and attending
an information session to learn more
about it. This is the best way to determine if LEAP is a good fit for the company and its goals. Some applicants
may face the difficult reality that their
business model isn’t a viable one – a
conversation Nagtegaal doesn’t enjoy having, but noted it’s helpful in the
long run so that the founder can go
back to the drawing board and make
meaningful changes early on.
Following the initial information session, 15 to 20 founders will be invited
to participate in a two-day accelerator-readiness workshop.

“The Volta LEAP program with
Toon Nagtegaal has not only
been inspiring, but also
provided invaluable lessons and
support in our preparations for
Creative Destruction Lab.”
- Ben Bschaden
Co-Founder + CEO, Gibli

“Some people will – after two days –
realize they don’t want venture capital
investment at all, ever because they
didn’t know what it meant to have a
venture capitalist on board,” he said.
Participants will be further divided
into an accelerator and non-accelerator stream, and meet with
Nagtegaal to become ready
for rapid growth, or to make
significant, necessary progress that
may take them down the accelerator
path in the future.
“You should only go to an accelerator program if you are prepared and
ready to get venture capital investment within the next year,” Nagtegaal
said.

“To have someone – when
you’re a single founder – go
through the nitty gritty with you
and challenge you on the
different aspects of where
you’re going and why you’re
doing different things is quite
valuable.”
- Dr. Christine Ward-Paige
Founder + CEO, eOceans

Volta CEO Jesse Rodgers added
that, “In order to grow and further develop the startup ecosystem here in
Atlantic Canada, it is integral that our
founders have access to capital and
skill sets that can only be acquired
through competitive accelerator programs.
“LEAP will fill a significant gap in the
ecosystem and better prepare founders for rapid growth and success.”
Information sessions for Volta LEAP
will occur quarterly to align with intake timelines for major accelerators.
Learn more at voltaeffect.com/leap.

“Toon was the missing piece
of our market advancement
puzzle, and we are fortunate
to have him around us.”
- Dr. Sid Eskand
Founder + CEO, Hyke Technologies

		VOLTAGE

11

SPEEDING UP
F

BY VOLTA STAFF

or anyone who strives for efficiency, it is extremely frustrating
to be slowed by cumbersome
processes and dated techniques.
This is especially true for scientists,
whose research begins with a hypothesis, and finding a way to test
and fund it, before going out into the
field to collect essential data. Then,
begins the long and tedious process
of digitizing and analyzing the data,
all with quality control top of mind.
“That process is so tedious and so
slow, and when you’re in the field,
collecting data, you’re still handwriting it,” Dr. Christine Ward-Paige,
founder and CEO at eOceans, said.
“You’ve got a pencil, paper, and a
GPS unit, and you’re writing what
you’re seeing – the longitude, latitude, time and observations, over
and over. Then, you have to digitize
that data, often trying to decipher
messy handwriting recorded on a
rocking ship.

8
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“It’s super time-consuming and very
error-prone, and often, our findings
are essential for the oceans and society – so delays in discoveries may
result in species extinction or the
end of a fishery.”
Ward-Paige spent more than 20
years leading local, national and
global marine research projects and
publishing her findings, all the while,
waiting patiently for a tool to be created to streamline the process.
“I was frustrated as an academic
because there wasn’t any software
to help me do my research. Every
time I had a new research project, I
had to reinvent the wheel,” she said,
adding that for each project, she
would spend an exorbitant amount
of time combining features of Zoho
Surveys, Survey Monkey and other
platforms to effectively gather data
and analyze it.
That lengthy timeline doesn’t even
consider how long it takes to write,
publish and share scientific findings.
“You’re measured based on the

number of papers you produce and
the impact of those papers – those
are tasks that need to speed up,”
Ward-Paige said.
She recalled that early in her career,
when she was working on her Masters degree, she led research projects overseas and would regularly
meet locals who were extremely familiar with the waters she was studying; they were often quite eager to
share their data with her team.
“I felt like I was just wasting my time;
everywhere I went, there were local
people that knew the ecosystem like
the backs of their hands and here I
come as an outsider to study their
ecosystem,” she said. “Every dock
I went onto, they’d say, ‘Oh, you
need my data for this reason or that
reason.”
Then, when she was working on her
PhD, her advisor noted that divers
may have some interesting insights
into shark populations. It was a suggestion that pulled her out of her
very narrow PhD focus, and further
expanded her view of data collec-

tion and the role of citizen science.
She continued to lead marine research projects, and in 2013,
launched a website called eOceans
to raise awareness about the role
of citizen science for World Oceans
Day. She picked away at it in her
spare time, and treated it like an ongoing academic, scientific research
project.
“The thing is, with science, every
project collects data for a specific purpose, and so, by doing all of
these different projects on national
and global scales, I could see that
the process is all the same. Creating a scalable, online platform made
sense,” she said.
“In that time period, other scientists, citizen scientists, non-governmental organizations and industry
professionals were asking, ‘How do
we start our own project?’ or asking
me to consult on their projects, but
I could really only lead one to two
projects at a time.”
Eventually, with a full-time job as a
researcher, a young family, very early
mornings on eOceans and travelling
for work, it was time for a change.

“I had been thinking about this for
so long and really felt like, ‘I have to
do this.’ When I was working other
jobs, I thought, ‘I’m a scientist – I’ll
let someone else create this – and
nobody was. People were creating
parts of it, but not very well,” she
said.
“Finally, it was like, this is my area
of expertise: I have 20 years experience and I’m one of the first people
in the world to do a phD in crowdsourcing ocean science. I have a lot
of experience, and integrating that
knowledge into the backend of the
platform – so that it’s still easy for
everyone that’s using it on the frontend, and also making that expertise
available to anyone and everyone
that needs it – that’s the whole point
of eOceans.”
Ward-Paige wrapped up her existing research projects and decided
to dive into eOceans full-time.
First, she contacted the Centre for
Entrepreneurship Education and Development in Halifax, and enrolled in
Volta Academy, an 11-week training
program that takes future founders
from big idea to viable tech startup,
to learn as much as possible about
starting and running a business.

“Volta Academy was really helpful
for breaking it all down and then trying to figure out how to build a scalable, concise product – it has to be
concise,” she said. “We’re working
really hard on the whole process,
to rethink and automate the workflow of ocean science, from the time
you’re in the field to the time you’re
submitting to publication. This includes digitizing data and making
it as accurate as possible, but also
collaborating across large and diverse teams in real-time and having
a good estimate of errors around
each data point.”
She added that the biggest benefit
for her with Academy, was learning how to talk about eOceans as a
product for everyone who interacts
with the world’s oceans, instead of
a tool she was building for herself,
the scientist.
“eOceans is for me, but it’s also for
others. I’ll use the platform for my
own research, in the field and for
crowdsourcing, but it’s really for all
marine biologists, managers, and
maritime businesses and the tens
of millions of ocean explorers that
want to have their experiences considered in ocean and management
decisions,” she said.
Continued on page 14

		VOLTAGE

11

eOceans creates
crowdsourcing app
Continued from page 13
She added that being her own potential customer has been invaluable
to the development and focus of the
software.
Ward-Paige pitched at Volta Cohort in May 2018 after completing
Academy, and received $25,000 in
investment, work space for a year
and access to Volta resources and
training.
A year later, she became a Volta
Resident company, and has since
presented eOceans at Pitch@Palace in Halifax in March 2019 and
successfully went on to represent
Atlantic Canada in the semi-finals in
Toronto in May 2019.
Mid-2019, she hired her first employee – a number that is bound to
grow, as eOceans is now in the testing phase. She demonstrated how
her software works during Volta’s
DemoCamp event in October 2019.
Ward-Paige is also in Volta LEAP, an
accelerator-readiness program that
prepares founders as they go from
early stage to growth stage.
“Coming out of academia, where
there weren’t any mentors or supervisors at the time that had business
experience or entrepreneurial interest, the only route in academia was
more academia – as faculty, for example,” she said.
“… So when I learned about
Volta, that was just awesome, and
being able to create a pitch that
people understood and could get
excited about what I was doing
was really uplifting and has driven me forward. I haven’t looked
back at all. It’s like, I have to do
this, and the support that I’ve felt
through the Volta community is
incredible.”
Visit eoceans.co to learn more.
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egional, national and global leaders and innovators came together to help set Atlantic Canada’s
innovation agenda at the second annual Innovate Atlantic Conference in
late September.
Industry leaders spoke about the critical role innovation has to play in the
region’s future prosperity, focusing on
the need to attract and retain youth
and newcomers, engage traditional
industries and encouraging inclusive
innovation so that both rural and urban
communities will benefit from the opportunities innovation creates.

“Bringing together our community
of thought leaders, experts and innovators to discuss and explore Atlantic Canada’s potential for growth
and development is important to help
build a broader understanding of what
we are capable of achieving. We can
see the massive scale of the opportunity in front of us, it’s time to act,”
Jesse Rodgers, Volta CEO, said.
“Ultimately, it comes down to individuals and organizations adopting inno-

SETTING
AGENDA

vative mindsets, fostering community
collaboration, putting a greater emphasis on placemaking, and creating
exciting employment opportunities that
will attract and retain youth and newcomers.”
Innovative Atlantic speakers included
the Honourable Kevin G. Lynch, Vice
Chair at BMO Financial Group; Eva
Lau, Co-Founder at Two Small Fish
Ventures; Tash Jefferies, Founder at Diversa.com; Bernd Christmas, CEO at
Gitpo Storms Corporation; Kris Braun,
VP of Engineering at Bonfire Interactive
and many more.
The Honourable Kevin G. Lynch outlined six megatrends and explained
how they are shaping the innovation
space.
“I think really smart innovators have
a global perspective and a very local
perspective … Everybody today has
got to actually think globally, act differently and build from a very strong local
base,” Lynch said.
The six transformative mega trends
that deserve more holistic attention,

according to Lynch, include a looming
US-China Cold War, the Fourth Industrial Revolution, populism, splinternets,
climate change and extreme weather,
as well as the aging of societies.
“Innovation is one of the common elements through them; they are essentially the core drivers of disruption
today. The reason why that’s important
is because innovation thrives in periods
of disruption. It gives you a chance to
do things differently,” Lynch said.
Tash Jefferies, who is also an entrepreneur-in-residence with 500Startups.
com, a globally-renowned accelerator
for tech companies, spoke about the
competitive advantage business leaders from Atlantic Canada have, particularly when they are trying to scale
globally.
“We are raised with such openness,
authenticity and ability to problem
solve, that is unlike anything I’ve seen
from coast to coast to coast within
Canada, and across many countries in
the world,” Jefferies said.

Continued on page 16

		VOLTAGE

15

Continued from page 15
“With so much momentum in Atlantic Canada, I want to be able to bring
global investors here, and help our entrepreneurs gain the funding they need
to thrive and build cutting-edge technologies.”
Another keynote speaker was Kris
Braun, VP of Engineering at Bonfire Interactive in Waterloo. He shared
the company’s experience hiring displaced tech talent through Talent Beyond Boundaries.
Bonfire is on a mission to reinvent public sector procurement; the product
they are building requires an agile team,
capable of tackling big problems, such
as developing technology that models
complicated data and creating user
experiences that are frictionless.
“If we were to tackle those kinds of
problems without assembling the right
kind of talent – the best team to tackle those challenges – there is no way
that we would achieve either the scale
we would want to impact in terms of
that huge market, or the depth that we
want to go in terms of solving those
problems,” Braun explained.
This is a reality for not only Bonfire,
but every innovation-driven enterprise
across the country. Talent is critical
to building a thriving company, but it
doesn’t appear that the talent shortage
is going away anytime soon.
“It’s predicted that by 2035 in Canada, we will need 350,000 people from
outside of Canada to choose to come
and work in Canada to address skills
gaps,” Braun said.
Our keynote speakers and panelists
touched on a wide range of topics that
will help shape the innovation agenda
for the next 25 years.

Bridging the gap with
youth and newcomers
Atlantic Canada’s youth and newcomers have a few unique similarities: they
infuse our communities with creativity
and diversity, and are critical to our region’s future growth and prosperity.
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But unfortunately, emphasis on youth
and newcomers in Atlantic Canada
has often focused on the negative impacts of outmigration and poor retention rates. Instead, it should focus on
how we can enrich the experiences of
our youth and newcomers to generate
awareness of opportunities, develop
transferable skill sets and inspire a genuine enthusiasm about participating in
Atlantic Canada’s innovation economy.

“It’s predicted that by 2035 in
Canada, we will need 350,000
people from outside of
Canada to choose to come
and work in Canada to
address skills gaps.”
– Kris Braun
VP of Engineering at
Bonfire Interactive

Our ecosystem is evolving, and Atlantic Canada’s population presents
a challenge and an opportunity when
it comes to growing our innovation
economy. The region’s aging workforce means there will be less people
contributing to the tax base, and this
will result in a major strain on public
services and government programs
aimed at spurring innovation. A dwindling population also means there is
a shrinking talent pool for the innovation-driven enterprises that chose Atlantic Canada as their homebase.

Engaging traditional industries
Our region’s traditional industries have
historically driven economic activity
and job creation in both our rural and
urban communities. However, in today’s globally connected and increasingly competitive marketplace, these
industries are facing new challenges
that, in some cases, threaten their sustainability.
So what can businesses do to
stay ahead? Corporate leaders
in traditional industries can protect their companies by leading
the industry disruption through

strategic, innovation-driven initiatives.
Building a corporate innovation program can begin as simply as implementing regular innovation skills training in topics including design thinking
and human-centric program design.
Then you can scale to activities such
as pilots and partnerships with startups, or even co-locating with entrepreneurs at an innovation hub like Volta.
Companies in traditional sectors
should also consider the community
resources available to support them on
their innovation journey. Post-secondary institutions, government, non-profit
organizations and community groups
are all examples of resources in the
innovation ecosystem that corporates
can tap into to enrich their experience.

Encouraging
Inclusive Innovation
Inclusive innovation, or the use of technology to create economic opportunity
for moderate and low income earners,
helps level the playing field so that even
those not actively involved in an innovation ecosystem can participate in the
opportunities created by the innovation
economy.
The solution to reversing the growing
wealth disparity driven by innovation,
is using an approach that focuses on
creating economic opportunity through
inclusive innovation. This approach prioritizes our community’s most vulnerable, using collective action and open
innovation to help create a better life
and planet for all.
Our understanding of innovation is
evolving, and we are now just beginning to leverage inclusive innovation on
a large scale. Shifting from an output
mindset to one that focuses on opportunity takes effort, but we are seeing
progress. Over the past several years,
we’ve seen everyone from government bodies to universities looking to
inclusive innovation as a way to meet
social impact mandates.
The third annual Innovate Atlantic is
taking place on September 16, 2020.
Visit innovateatl.ca for information.

SHAKING UP ITS
CORPORATE
N

BY VOLTA STAFF

ew client leads, brand exposure and unique marketing
opportunities are just some
of the mutual benefits organizations
can expect when they engage in corporate partnerships. But, what Grant
Thornton didn’t anticipate when it
launched its partnership with Volta
back in 2018, is the impact it has had
on the accounting and advisory firm’s
younger employees.
“When we were originally introduced
to Volta, one of the things we really
liked about it was that it aligned with
what our purpose is – to help our
clients, colleagues and community
thrive,” Wade Taylor, managing partner at Grant Thornton, said.
“We see that the largest growth opportunity for Nova Scotia is going to
be with emerging companies – it creates a level of excitement within our
team to support that growth.”
Eager to serve as a resource for
startups, Grant Thornton opened a
permanent office on the lobby level of
Volta in September 2018, providing
accounting advice and guidance to
members who need it through office
hours, events, networking opportunities, and more. They have about 30
employees involved with their Science and Technology Business Advisory Group, and they each take turns
holding down the fort in their Volta office three days a week.
“For any great community initiatives
we have, to give us an opportunity

18

VOLTAGE

to give back and be a part of that
growth is quite important and ties
into our purpose. But really, the most
significant benefit has been in our
colleague piece,” Taylor said. “It has
afforded us the opportunity to give
our younger colleagues direct experience early on with startup companies. It’s a personal growth opportunity. They’re able to see businesses
in a different light and share their expertise.”
One of those younger employees
is Alex Martin, a Senior Accountant
who works in Assurance Services
at Grant Thornton. He is part of the
Science and Technology Support
Group, and said the days he spends
working at Volta are noticably different than ones at his cubicle in the
Grafton Street head office.
“One of the common things that I
think everybody who has worked
with clients at Volta have noticed is
the energy that they come with. It is –
bar none – different than any energy
you see from any other clients; they
are fully engaged in the business at
all times, always looking for something more,” Martin said, adding, “the
growth that they are going through
and the constant demand of their
time is crazy. It’s a fun environment
to be in, so it’s nice to be in with that
electricity.”
Martin added that, where most
founders are not accountants by
trade, it’s rewarding to come in and
help their teams set up systems and
processes that, with all of the other
stresses they are facing, they may

not have the time or experience to
do it themselves.
“It’s awesome to be able to go in
there and instantly be an expert,”
Martin said, adding that when he
attends Volta events, he is often approached directly by founders to help
with accounting tasks, but if he were
at the Grafton Street office, that may
not be the case.
“Being able to be with a brand and
company that is known for its expertise and known for being that person
that is sought out, is not always going to happen with a more formalized
entity,” Martin said.
“But with the startups, people are
like, ‘OK, this guy is a similar age to
me.’ It’s easy to make a nice connection, build a little bit of trust and a relationship from ground zero, instead
of coming in and adopting a relationship that has been here with Grant
Thornton for quite some time.”
Where that’s typically been the case,
Taylor added that it’s a great learning
opportunity and confidence-builder
for younger employees to initiate relationships with new clients.
“This is wonderful because the way
our business has been traditionally
structured, is that Alex would be referred to as part of the team that services; he would not be referred to as
the lead,” Taylor said.
“Our business is constantly changing, and it’s going to be changing
significantly over the next five to 10

years. Having our people have direct
access to business owners, and being that lead person is what’s going
to allow us to be successful.” Taylor
added that those unexpected lessons are shaping the growth and
agility within the organization.
Morgan MacKinnon, Marketing Coordinator at the firm, said the presence at Volta has also pushed the
team outside of their comfort zone;
it helps shake up the day-to-day routine, and has inspired a change in
office culture and the type of events
they host.
“Generally our days at Volta aren’t
spent entirely working on projects
for Volta technology companies. We
hope that comes up one day, but
generally we are working on other
things and you just get to be part of
that hub, and you get to be part of
that community,” MacKinnon said.
“You hear there’s a ping-pong tournament, or you see yoga happening
at lunch time, or people are talking by
the coffee shop – those are opportunities for us, that we don’t necessarily have here.

“So you’re kind of giving a new office
environment to people who sit in cubicles. We get to go down, take advantage of all the resources Volta has
and so it keeps things interesting,”
she said. MacKinnon added that it’s
helped the team form new habits and
has encouraged continuous learning
among staff.
“What we’ve found, and the feedback we’ve received from the companies that are at Volta – from the
Volta team and from our people that
have been at Volta – it has dictated
programming here at Grant Thornton,” she said. “We’ve done additional training in certain areas. We’ve
done deep dives we call our Tech
Crunch and Learn series, where we
invite experts in to educate our team.
Some of those experts have been
identified through Volta.”
They also, for the first time ever,
held a reverse pitch competition,
that put their people in the shoes
of the startups and, according to
MacKinnon, it forced everyone “out
of their element” in a great way.
Grant Thornton and Volta renewed

its partnership earlier this year –
something Taylor was thrilled about,
as these unexpected benefits continue to reveal themselves.
“The biggest thing – I think – is that
we wanted an opportunity for our
colleagues and our younger professionals; what I think we underestimated was the true value for them,”
Taylor said. “But seeing them blossom and be in that group – and for
us to see through their commitment
to something is wonderful.”
He added that even through their
busy season – with an increased
workload and longer hours – they
didn’t miss any time at Volta.
“Our only scheduling issue is how
can we manage the number of requests for people to go, because
they are seeing what our Science
and Technology team members are
getting to do, and everybody wants
to be part of the story,” Taylor said.
“So for us, what we didn’t expect
was the true benefit that we’re seeing today.”

Company milestones 			
Halifax’s Clockk app helps freelancers track time spent on projects
CHRONICLE HERALD (Oct. 11, 2019) – Almost two
years after winning $25,000 at the first Volta Cohort pitching event, Paul Doerwald has launched his product Clockk,
an automated time-tracking app for freelancers and small
agencies.
Doerwald not only launched the product Wednesday but
also demoed it that night at the DemoCamp at Volta. The
product helps freelancers, such as software developers or
graphic designers, to keep track of the billable hours they
can claim for each project, even if they jump from project
to project throughout each day.
In November 2017, Doerwald entered the Volta Cohort
pitching competition with an idea for an app that would
use machine learning to keep track of billable hours for
busy multi-taskers. He ended up one of five winners, each
of whom received $25,000 in development capital.

Cohort gave me such encouragement. To be included in
the community of Volta founders, as well as getting a bit of
money, it gave me the faith that I could do this.”

“Winning Volta Cohort was a life-changer,” said Doerwald
in an interview Wednesday. “It wasn’t that I wouldn’t have
continued to work on Clockk without Cohort, but winning

After the win, Doerwald received guidance from the crew
at Volta and reached out to as many freelancers as he
could to find out what problems they had with time sheets.

Halifax’s Talkatoo raises $700,000 to launch voice recognition product
CHRONICLE HERALD (Oct. 9, 2019) – Halifax-based
Talkatoo has raised $700,000 in equity funding and is on
the verge of releasing its new voice-recognition software
that can eventually be used across a range of platforms.
There’s been a bit of buzz about Talkatoo in Halifax
tech circles recently, partly because of Shawn Wilkie’s track record as a serial entrepreneur and partly because of its potential as a Software-as-a-Service product

that works on a variety of operating systems.
Wilkie’s $700,000 equity investment round includes a
contribution from Concrete Ventures and the company
has received additional funding from the Atlantic Canada
Opportunities Agency.
His team is preparing an initial launch of the new product
on Oct. 23.

Swell Advantage and Square work together toward improved customer service
MARINA DOCK AGE (June 3, 2019) – Swell Advantage announced that it has teamed up with Square, a
payments and point of sale (POS) company, to better
service marinas and waterfronts across the United States
and Canada.

According to Swell CEO and founder Iaian Archibald, the
marina industry was hit hard during the 2008 recession
resulting in little innovation in marina and waterfront management software for a decade. With the industry growing
again and competition between marinas increasing, managers and owners are turning to modern tools to help.
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“When we were looking for a POS partner to integrate
into our product we knew we didn’t want a basic white
label service with limited functionality. Square’s offerings
and marina operations are a perfect fit.
Square allows direct online payments through our invoices, recurring charges, our customers can swipe a
card down on the dock, and they’ve got POS systems
to fit any marina office. On top of that they have great
inventory, retail and restaurant software as part of their
product, all of which are components of a lot of marina
operations,” Archibald said.

New Cohort
Arolytics is developing web applications to help production and manufacturing industries costeffectively manage and mitigate emissions of greenhouse gases and air toxics.
Atomo is is a continuous discovery platform for product teams.
BlackWatch.Tech produces innovative safety equipment and is currently developing a few
products, including a man-overboard device for people working at sea.
Gibli Innovations is developing a revolutionary sensor that provides cyclists and triathletes with
real-time aerodynamic feedback while training or racing to optimize their riding position and see
upwards of 20 per cent efficiency gains.
ReelData offers remote monitoring technology for the aquaculture industry, allowing fish farms to
know the biomass, appetite and welfare of finned fish in real time, without manual intervention.

New Resident Companies
Binogi is an education platform that creates easy, animated lessons and quizzes so students can
have fun, learn and succeed in school.
Byos is a hardware and software solution that helps protect tablets and laptops from network
threats.
Electric Owl is a company developing a product called Garden Manager – a SaaS solution that
combines plant science with computer science to help people grow food using artificial
intelligence-driven planning and coaching.
Resqunit is an oceans-focused company that offers fishers affordable solutions to recover lost
crab and lobster gear, while also keeping the oceans clean.
SmartMed is a startup developing a shift-scheduling tool designed for medical and first
responders, called SmartShift, that will allow users to auto-schedule up to 800 shift positions in
one minute.
Quantum Link, with their flagship product vlife, is an online marketplace that connects users
with more of the small independent businesses that grow communities – deepening their local
experience.

Graduates
Bereda connects athletes with peers and coaches to get the support and guidance they need in
their training.
GreyLit is an open access tool for the frontline of research and innovation.
Onbook helps high-growth companies reduce the friction of onboarding freelancers and other third
parties by getting the right information to those who need to know.
Speakr is a fun, innovative and interactive communication training program that provides a superior
and more cost-effective alternative to increase speaking and listening skills.
Talem health is committed to merging evidence-based research with industry-leading machine
learning and AI technology to create an efficient, cost-effective solution.
UAV Control Tower is an IT company that has developed a drone monitoring system used by air
traffic controllers to approve, manage and record drone flights.
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Partners
Funding Partners

Corporate Innovation Outposts

Service Partners

Saint Mary’s
university

Regional Hub Partners
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V

Corporate Members
At Volta, we are dedicated to nurturing and growing Atlantic Canada’s ever-growing startup
ecosystem. Our efforts would not be possible without the strong relationships and support
from the following companies:

Innovators

Builders

CRAFT BREWERS
ASSOCIATION OF

NOVA SCOTIA

Supporters
AA Munro

Dash Hudson

Connolly Group

Kinduct

Barrington Edge
Influitive

NSBI

VanHack

e3 Furniture

Venor

MNP

Thank you to all of our amazing partners for their continued support.
Are you interested in supporting innovation and entrepreneurship in Atlantic Canada?
Contact Malary Schurman, Volta’s Manager of Corporate Innovation, by email at
malary@voltaeffect.com, to learn more about the opportunities to join our community.
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www.voltaeffect.com

