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Technology and Advanced Manufacturing
Committee Report
1. ISSUE
The Technology and Advanced Manufacturing (Tech) sector44 faced a temporary slow-down as a result
of COVID-19, but it has since seen an uptick in growth. For example, VIATEC’s technology job board had
roughly 110 tech job openings45 at any one time before COVID-19. At the start of the lockdown, this
number dropped to 30 but has since rebounded to more than 90 jobs and rising. The overall outlook is
guardedly optimistic.46
Moving forward, a protracted slowdown of the economy may ultimately impact this growth47 as many
tech companies rely on capital and/or systems expenditures in businesses and government contracts.
Sub-sectors within tech were affected differently. Software companies, for example, transitioned quickly
to online work because many were already working in this vein. Advanced manufacturing companies,
however, were harder hit given the face-to-face nature of the work.
Overall, COVID-19 has highlighted the sector’s overall resilience and its main challenges: access to skilled
labour and sufficient digital infrastructure. It also highlights the crucial support role the tech sector plays
for businesses in other sectors in our increasingly digital economy and the leadership role it can take to
help organizations achieve a more digital and resilient future.
This report underlines the fact that the tech sector is constrained in its growth due to talent and digital
infrastructure challenges. This impacts not only the sector’s ability to recover and expand post-COVID
but also the ability of other sectors to rely on a strong and innovative tech sector.
The following actions are implementable in the next 18 months and leverage existing initiatives where
possible. They are inclusive and include measurable accountabilities for progress. These actions are
aimed not only at shorter-term economic recovery but also at building a more diverse, sustainable, and
resilient economy for tomorrow.

44

The combined direct ($4.06-billion) and indirect ($1.16-billion) economic impact of the technology sector in Greater Victoria
for 2017 was $5.22-billion — a 30% increase from the $4.03-billion estimated in 2013.
45
The technology sector is responsible for a substantial portion of the region’s employment. In 2017, there were 16,775
employees in the sector.
46
https://www.viatec.ca/articles/impacts-of-the-covid-19-response-on-victorias-tech-sector-so-far)
47
The technology sector in Greater Victoria is expected to continue to grow. The number of technology firms in Greater
Victoria is expected to increase, reaching over 1,000 before 2020.
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2. RECOMMENDATIONS & ACTIONS
Recommendation A: All partners must build on existing initiatives to increase and diversify the talent
pool.
Before and during COVID-19, there has been a continuing lack of skilled labour for the tech sector. The
Technology and Advanced Manufacturing Committee recommends the following:

48

●

Create more grants for new hires and work experience opportunities for students. These
grants will help both employee and employer — employees gain valuable experience and
employers gain innovative talent they might not otherwise be able to afford. These grants will
also help counter the “brain drain” that occurs every year when a substantial portion of our
university graduating students leave the region for their first professional opportunities.

●

Build on current immigration policies. The Provincial Nominee Program and its express entry
stream have been critical for quickly bringing high-quality talent into B.C. Ensuring that an
increasing number of immigrants can enter Greater Victoria is crucial to making up the talent
shortfalls where local talent is unavailable.

●

Expand funding to the Coast Capital Savings Innovation Centre and VIATEC’s Business
Accelerator and Incubator (BAI) programs. The University of Victoria’s Innovation Centre is
currently oversubscribed: applications have increased more than 100% since the start of COVID19. Similarly, VIATEC’s BAI program has a backlog of 114 applicants and could absorb
substantially more entrepreneurs with additional program support. Incubators act as centres of
excellence and ensure tech entrepreneurs achieve the skills necessary to turn their ideas into
businesses. These new businesses are the tech sector’s fresh engines — and they are the small-,
mid- and large-sized companies of the future.

●

Increase program size and turnaround time for the Startup Visa Program. This program has
seen a dramatic increase in applications since the start of COVID-19. International entrepreneurs
want to be Canadian citizens and are willing to demonstrate they have viable tech businesses to
start in the region. However, an application can take upwards of two years to process.
Committing to a defined turnaround time of 90 days to review and process applications means
20 to 30 new tech companies could be started within the next year. Failure to expedite the
process will hamper our competitive position and lose these companies to other regions.

●

Design and implement new programming to reduce barriers for marginalized and underrepresented Canadians. Based on best practices from Opportunity Hub48 — the largest multicampus co-working space, entrepreneurship center and tech hub in the U.S. — new
programming will help close the tech sector skills gap by being inclusive of people who are

https://opportunityhub.co/
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dramatically underrepresented in tech right currently. By directly tracking Statistics Canada
reporting, the current situation, and future goals can be established and tracked.
Early work has begun through VIATEC and the HR Tech Group to develop this programming. To
date, program attendance in events49 related to inclusive hiring practices for tech-sector human
resources has exceeded projected targets and needs to continue and expand. These programs
are addressing critical inclusion issues while also extending the available talent pool for
technology organizations. This recommendation will be integrated with the Indigenous Economy
and Inclusive Economy Committee reports.
●

Design and implement new regional upskilling programs. Additional upskill training programs
provide opportunities to move workers from disrupted industries, marginalized workers and
underemployed workers into the technology sector. Industry-designed curricula would certify a
broad range of skills, such as software development, User Experience (UX) and digital marketing.
Micro-credentialing, which has also been identified by the Education and Skills Committee as a
need, would provide affordable training for potential employees and a new talent pool for
employers. While this recommendation may take some years to deploy, it will provide a
systemic solution for the most chronic resource constraint facing the sector.

Recommendation B: All private and public partners must build on existing initiatives to enhance
digital infrastructure.
COVID-19 has dramatically accelerated the need for high-quality, reliable and affordable Internet access.
All sectors, not just tech, need Internet access to become and remain globally competitive. Indeed, the
region itself must be seen as a digitally efficient location to conduct and attract business. Digital
connectivity must include high reliability and high accessibility to all sectors and all geographies.
Some issues, such as infrastructure and data residency rules, have dramatically slowed the ability to
move quickly and efficiently to online and remote business operations. To assist the tech sector and all
South Island sectors to respond to rapid changes brought on by COVID-19 — and to help them
participate fully in the digital economy, the Technology and Advanced Manufacturing Committee
recommends the following:
●

49

Prioritize digital infrastructure to be as important as physical infrastructure. Unlike an
earthquake or tsunami, this emergency did not destroy our physical infrastructure, but it further
highlighted and accelerated our reliance on our digital infrastructure. To be globally
competitive, workers throughout the region must be enabled to work efficiently from anywhere.
COVID-19 recovery plans, both local and provincial, must include digital infrastructure goals at
the front end of any capital spending programs.

https://www.viatec.ca/events/how-to-create-an-inclusive-hiring-process
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●

Build on initiatives to ensure all citizens can participate in the digital economy. Beyond digital
infrastructure, there needs to be enhanced support for training, tools and equipment to help all
citizens become digitally capable. Marginalized or recently laid-off workers require special
programs to ensure they can fully participate in these new opportunities. This recommendation
aligns with the Inclusive Economy Committee recommendations.

●

Enhance the Connected Coast initiative50. In light of COVID-19, it is even more important that
this initiative and others like it quickly deploy digital networks, so all rural and remote
communities have effective Internet access.

●

Updating data residency rules. Existing data residency rules need to be reviewed in light of the
changing remote work environment. A sector committee should be convened to discuss this
feasibility. Options to consider include:
o

allowing for greater cross-border data-sharing to enable a more resilient data
infrastructure for future challenges;

o

looking for new technical solutions to enable greater business and research flexibility;

o

patriating this capability into Canada; or

o

a combination of all of the above. There is an opportunity for Canada to lead in this area as
a safe haven for data, making Canada’s data banks as safe as the physical banks of
Switzerland, for example.

Recommendation C: The provincial government must update financial and programmatic support for
tech businesses.
Many pre- and early- revenue companies are ineligible for government financial assistance as they are
not yet at the profitability stage. This, in turn, constrains growth and the ability to hire talent at this
critical growth stage.
To help small businesses scale up, the Technology and Advanced Manufacturing Committee
recommends:
●

50

Build on the National Research Council concierge program. Add to this program a better
screening process to direct businesses to the right supports, and streamline applications so that
one application can cover multiple programs. Consider using more automated learning tools to
help address these complex business needs more efficiently, applying new technologies to help
technology companies more effectively.

https://connectedcoast.ca/
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●

Adapt program criteria to allow pre-revenue companies to participate in funding
opportunities. This could include equity positions that could be offered for funding support or
refundable loans.

●

Change to a sliding scale on revenue criteria. For example, a 20% loss could allow for half the
participation rate in funding.

Recommendation D: The tech sector must design a digital marketplace to bring technology to other
industries and sectors in need.
As a result of COVID-19, the skills, products and services offered by the tech sector are needed by other
sectors more than ever. These include remote working, online services, digital tools development and emarketing. Supporting a more effective remote working environment creates tangible benefits for
quality of life. These include reduced commuting times and fewer greenhouse gases (due to reduced
commuting).
There is also the potential for smaller regions to compete more evenly with larger, more expensive cities
if digital infrastructure and services are at appropriate levels. This capability will allow employees to live
in more geographically diverse locations, which in turn will help rural and small communities to create
prosperity and help to distribute economic growth outside the bigger cities.
The Technology and Advanced Manufacturing Committee recommends:
●

Create a digital marketplace for tech. Modeled after the BC Government procurement call for
Personal Protective Equipment (PPE), the marketplace would offer digital marketing,
connectivity capability, e-commerce, and other services and products, to those struggling to
transition to online work.

●

Enhance funding to support non-tech companies in their adoption of new tech tools and
approaches. Several initiatives have recently been announced related to digitizing Main Street
Businesses, includingDigital Farmer’s Markets and Innovate BC funding, which helps non-tech
companies learn to be tech-savvy. These programs jumpstart many companies on this critical
journey. A full survey of the various sector-based task forces will reveal other opportunities that
should be reviewed and supported.

3. BACKGROUND
Rising Economy Taskforce Objective and Benefits
The South Island Rising Economy Taskforce was established to bring together the South Island’s diverse
leadership to create a coordinated economic recovery plan that will:
●

create recovery priorities for the region that are most inclusive and maximize positive impacts
on the economy;
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●

identify opportunities for the region that are aligned to federal, provincial and municipal
stimulus policies and funding;

●

provide confidence to our region by demonstrating that recovery efforts are well-coordinated,
progressing, and responsive to the evolving situation;

●

help coordinate recovery activities for the region by helping stakeholders identify common
interests and develop partnerships;

●

ensure that the plan informs — and is informed by — broader planning and decision-making
activities across government and non-government agencies.

Sector Committees Objectives
Each sector faces unique circumstances, which is why the Rising Economy Taskforce is broken into 11
sector-driven committees. The Committees will act as primary inputs for the Taskforce work. Included in
their work are the following key topics:
●

Identify opportunities and conduct a situational analysis of their specific sectors for both the
short term (recovery) and long term (resilience).

●

Provide recommendations to the Rising Economy Taskforce on focused actions that will best
position the sectors to survive and thrive.

●

Provide recommendations that include ideas, policies and actions, and identifying goals,
measures and potential owners of these actions. These will be included in the Regional
Economic Recovery Plan.

●

Focus recommendations for recovery in the short and mid-term (<6 months) then pivoting to
longer-term areas of focus (resilience).

Technology and Advanced Manufacturing Committee
The Technology and Advanced Manufacturing Committee represents the broad set of businesses and
enterprises associated with technology development. These include, but are not limited to, small
startups, large regional and national organizations, product and service providers, and organizations
tasked with supporting and growing the sector. While many issues and opportunities are unique to this
community, the issues of most or all of the Rising Economy Taskforce committees are also felt within
this sector. To that end, all committee reports have a bearing on this community and vice versa.
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Committee Members
The Technology and Advanced Manufacturing Committee was selected for its experience, diversity,
breadth of knowledge, understanding of the sector and community leadership. It was made up of the
following members:
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Dan Gunn (Co-Chair), CEO, VIATEC
Jacques van Campen (Co-Chair), Director of Innovation, South Island Prosperity Partnership
Dan Ruscheinski, Senior Director, Esri Canada
Brian Kingham, Vice President, Schneider Electric
Jerome Etwaroo, Associate Director, Coast Capital Innovation Centre, University of Victoria
Sarah Gulbrandsen, President & COO, Ring Partner
Chris Schmit, Manager, Shaw Communications
Scott Dewis, Chief Visionary Officer, RaceRocks
Alan Winter (Advisor), Former B.C. Innovation Commissioner

Additionally, other community members were engaged to provide insight and feedback to the
committee throughout the process.
Summary of Process and Research Findings
The Technology and Advanced Manufacturing Committee was struck on May 28 and met four times over
the following two months. The committee customized the Situational Analysis Survey and administered
the survey to key community and industry respondents. The committee reviewed and analyzed the
survey results and used future-casting workshops to identify the recommendations, ideas, actions
highlighted in this document.
To request a copy of the survey findings, please contact South Island Prosperity Partnership at
office@southislandprosperity.ca.
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