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The Canada Foundation for Innovation (CFI) is a new presence among the agencies, corporations, and foundations that provide support for research and development in Canada.  The CFI was established by the federal government in 1997 to strengthen infrastructure for world-class research in Canadian universities, colleges, hospitals, and not-for-profit research institutions. With an $800-million initial investment from the federal government plus accrued interest, the CFI will be in a position to contribute an average of $180 million a year to research infrastructure projects over the next five years.  As a matching fund in partnership with the public, private, and voluntary sectors, the CFI has the potential to trigger a total investment of over $2 billion. 

My career as a university teacher, researcher, and research administrator, together with my experience with two federal granting councils, as well as one provincial council in Quebec, has convinced me that science and technology have become an essential if not vital element of our country’s socio-economic development.  This is clearly the reason why I have accepted the invitation from John Evans to join the CFI.  Through my association with this new type of research-supporting organization, I believed I would be ideally positioned to build on the activities that I have undertaken over the last 30 years.

The establishment of the CFI was the federal government’s first large fiscal commitment as Canada was winning the painful war against the deficit.  By making this significant investment in science and technology, the Government was sending a strong message to Canadians about the importance of research and the training of researchers for our country and its future.  This significant investment of public funds reflects the trust the Government places in the research community.  It also recognizes the contributions that our researchers make to the prosperity and quality of life of Canadians.

With a mandate focussing on research infrastructure, the CFI has been designed to complement the mission of the federal research-granting councils.  But let me be clear.  The CFI is not about the simple acquisition of hardware.  It’s about providing Canadian researchers with the means to exercise creativity and innovation to their fullest so they can undertake research projects that would not be possible otherwise.  The CFI is about providing bright young minds with the tools they need to grow and develop, and to make their own contributions to our country and our world.  

The CFI will achieve its mandate by putting together national assets that will contribute to the advancement of research, and will improve the environment for the training of young Canadians for research and other innovation-driven careers in Canada.  The CFI will base its funding decisions on the quality of the infrastructure projects, the opportunities they provide to the research community, and the value they add to our existing pool of research installations. 

As we move forward into the competition phase and the awarding of funds, I truly believe that the CFI will have a profound, long-term impact not only on Canada’s research capacity, but also on the way research is conducted in our country.  As part of the application process, institutions were invited to prepare strategic plans for the development of research and the training of researchers.  Based on what we have seen so far, institutions are clearly linking infrastructure to their capacity to conduct innovative research and provide a competitive environment for the training of Canadian researchers. They are telling us that the quality of the research infrastructure in their institutions is directly tied to Canada’s capacity to build a truly innovative society.

In the context of today’s discussion, there is no doubt that S&T should be a top priority for the Government.

The last two federal budgets have brought very good news to the Canadian research community.  In 1997, the Government announced the establishment of the CFI. Then in 1998, it announced an increase in the federal granting councils’ budgets.  The federal government’s decision to ease, at least partially, the councils’ budgetary situation was, I believe, a recognition that there was indeed a problem.  I also hope this was a first step towards establishing an adequate funding base to support university research.  These federal government initiatives are essential since they provide Canadian researchers with the resources they need to successfully lead the transition to the knowledge-based economy.  

But, however bold and encouraging these initiatives are, the fact remains that Canada has fallen behind in recent years in terms of research capability. The granting councils’ budget increase, for instance, only partially compensates for a budgetary decline that had started in the 1980s.  Although significant, the increase only restores the granting councils’ budgets to 1995 levels, without providing for earlier cutbacks and inflation.  Compared to other developed countries, Canada still underinvests in S&T.  

Canada presently benefits from one of the healthiest economies among G-7 countries.  Canadians have won the war against the deficit and are now well on their way to establishing mechanisms to reduce and manage the national debt.  The resulting healthier budgetary situation provides us with an enviable challenge in the eyes of many governments around the world.  It also offers us a rare opportunity to examine the values and principles that underpin the making of an innovative society. 

Overall, Canadians approve of the Government placing priority on S&T.  Not only are Canadians proud of the achievements of our research community, but they often turn to researchers to understand key issues affecting our society.  In a survey that was made public only a few weeks ago, Canadians indicated that they consider researchers to be among the most trustworthy people in our society.  While interesting in terms of recognizing the role and contribution of these individuals in our society, these results also highlight the concerns that Canadians have about real issues—their health, environment, and quality of life.  In this context, today’s discussion offers us a unique opportunity to share ideas on how to ensure that creativity and innovation are valued by Canadians of all walks of life.

Clearly, the first priority—and I am sure my colleagues around this table will agree with me—is to increase our national investment in S&T.  The incremental investment would enable Canadian researchers to become more globally competitive, and to train more young Canadians for research- and innovation-driven careers.  Additional funds would also help accelerate the transfer of knowledge and technology to the private sector, which is the largest provider of jobs in Canada.  

But there are other areas of intervention that should be considered if we are to be successful in making Canada a truly innovative society.  As I mentioned earlier, Canadians place great trust in researchers and they look to them for answers and for guidance on key issues.  In the new economy, S&T will play an even greater role that will require action on two fronts:  

· first, we need to ensure that as many Canadians as possible have the skills to take part in the new knowledge-based economy; and

· second, we need to promote an attitude shift that would encourage the development of a national culture for innovation.

We all recognize the fundamental right of Canadians to choose their own career.  However, as we are completing the transition towards the knowledge-based economy, Canada cannot rely entirely on people’s spontaneity.  Nor can we adopt a wait-and-see attitude if we want to promote research, research training, and other innovation-driven careers.  To simply hope that Canadians will answer the call of the research institutions and their partners from the public and private sectors is simply not good enough.  As we are completing this transition, Canadians will increasingly make career decisions based on the research institutions’ capacity to fulfill their needs and expectations.  Their decisions will no longer be based on the vague promise of a degree and a job.  Instead, before making a decision, they will ask hard questions such as: 

· Is the institution recognized for its excellence?

· What installations and resources are available?

· What’s the potential for partnership with the private sector?  

· What’s the access to globally connected research and technology networks? 

· How marketable will I be with a degree from this institution?

The rapid emergence of a culture for innovation will challenge all aspects of our lives and lead to a world where traditional relationships based on social, political, and economic bonds will no longer be enough to define communities and countries.  But, if we are able to adapt to these new conditions, Canada has a bright and promising future.

When it comes to business and finance, nothing is more fluid or mobile than capital for which there are no boundaries.  Funds will go wherever the best conditions exist.  And, in the knowledge-based economy, brain power has become a commodity with the capability to travel fast, and to recognize those who share the same scientific or economic interests, and who offer the conditions needed to ensure the full development of its scientific potential. 

If Canadian researchers cannot find at home the right conditions or resources they need to fulfill themselves on personal and professional levels, then there is no doubt that they will look somewhere else to find the  conditions or resources they need.  This is a reality for researchers and institutions all across Canada.

An article published in a recent issue of Time magazine points out that 50 percent of our graduates in fields such as software engineering and biomedicine leaves Canada for the United States either at graduation time or later on.  According to the President of the Association of Industrial Research of Quebec, one in two graduates in biotechnology or other highly specialized fields now goes elsewhere, mostly to the United States, for a first job.  One may dismiss these examples as mostly anecdotal.  However, I look at them as worrisome indicators of a potential crisis.  If we are to succeed in the transition to the knowledge-based economy, we must look at all the factors that weigh on the minds of our brightest graduates’ decisions to leave Canada.

Although we still need to do a better job in attracting more young Canadians to research and other innovation-driven careers, Canada’s most serious problem is that it is simply not competitive in terms of salaries and opportunities.  Moreover, the Canadian income tax structure is such that young people looking to establish themselves in life—for instance by taking a mortgage to buy a home—need a significantly higher income than their counterparts in the United States just to offset the tax.  This is also true at the senior corporate level.

Recent experience has shown the importance that governments have given to research and the development of researchers, as well as the improvement of research infrastructure and the development of research networks.  And Canada is particularly well equipped to realize this objective.  Thanks to their well-defined and complementary mandates, the federal granting institutions and the CFI constitute, in effect, a key advantage for Canada and its research community.

But, if Canada is to succeed in its transition towards an innovative society, we must fix one problem: we must ensure that Canada can retain its talent before we carry out major programs to increase the output, only to have our brightest researchers move away because our companies, universities, hospitals, and other research institutions cannot provide a competitive environment for their employees.  If we cannot keep the best in Canada, how can we attract the best?

The CFI can be a major help in providing an environment for exciting innovation.  But one thing that we cannot fix is the low, non-competitive remuneration that companies offer, and the tax burden that all levels of government impose on individuals.  If the CFI is to succeed in enhancing Canadian innovation, we need the private sector and government to be much more aggressive in competing for and retaining the best talent.  The CFI can provide the working environment and facilities.  The private sector and government must provide the personal incentives.

Thank you.

