British Columbia - Growing Canada’s Bio-Economy

By Barry Gee

British Columbia is known for its
spectacular scenery and its passion
for the outdoors, but what is not as
widely known is that it’s also home to

an impressive life sciences industry
— the seventh largest in North Amer-
ica...and Canada’s fastest growing.
Like San Diego, British Colum-
bia was founded on a resource-based

economy, but with the Government of
B.Cs goal of making the province one
of the top technology jurisdictions in
the world, the future of B.C. lies in
the knowledge-based industries.
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The biotech and greater life sci-
ences industry is a key component of
that transformation, and it, too, is of-
ten compared to San Diego’s biotech
industry in its earlier years, having
been founded on world-class science
and the resulting technologies and
companies spun-out of local research
institutions.

Currently, British Columbia
boasts approximately 100 biophar-
maceutical companies, employing
more than 2,600 people. In addition
to biopharma, biotechnology is also
being used to enhance the competi-
tive position of traditional resource
industries such as forestry, agricul-
ture and aquaculture, with related
leading-edge technologies being de-
veloped by B.C. researchers.

The Government of B.C. continues
to make strategic investments and
policy to support this innovation,
and as a result, burgeoning clusters
in each of these biotech sub-sectors
are beginning to emerge throughout
the province.

Virtually all of the B.C. indus-
try is homegrown. Looking at the
biopharma sector, approximately 70
percent of the companies have been
spun-out of the province’s public re-
search institutions. The most pro-
lific being the University of British
Columbia (UBC), which was ranked
by the Milken Institute as eighth in
North America and first in Canada
for its technology transfer and com-
mercialization activities.

UBC’s Dr. Michael Smith, Nobel
Laureate in Chemistry, was a cata-
lyst for the tremendous increase in
research in British Columbia that
has occurred over the past decade.
Research in British Columbia is sup-
ported by funding agencies such as
Genome BC and the Michael Smith
Foundation for Health Research,
which, together, represent an invest-
ment of more than $350 million into
B.C’s research community. This re-
search funding has been further sup-
ported by additional investments into
research infrastructure, such as the
new $88 million BC Cancer Research
Centre and UBC’s Life Sciences In-
stitute, a $138 million facility.

Translating this research into
a successful industry, however, re-
quires further focus and effort. Rec-
ognizing this, the Government of
B.C. recently announced a $25 mil-
lion investment into the Centre for
Drug Research and Development
(CDRD), a unique hybrid organiza-
tion dedicated to further advancing
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