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T
here’s always something happen-
ing in Waterloo Region’s technol-
ogy sector that surprises or im-
presses.

Often it is cool technology. Medella
Health’s smart contact lenses, Neverfrost’s
windshield film that does away with the
need for ice scrapers and Thalmic Labs’
gesture control armband come to mind.

Also impressive is how quickly en-
trepreneurs and researchers seize new
opportunities. This is apparent in the
increasing activity in areas such as wear-
able technology, quantum computing and
the Internet of Things.

Sometimes, corporate developments
steal the show. Shopify’s plan to ramp up
its presence here with a 300-employee
office is a recent example. It speaks to the
abundance of talent in the region. 

Also remarkable is the eagerness of
large companies to tap into the region’s
culture of innovation. Canadian Tire,
Manulife, TD Bank, Deloitte, Canon and
Thomson Reuters have opened labs in the
Communitech Hub. More firms are expec-
ted to follow suit as the region’s reputation
for being a hotbed of innovation grows.

The role tech veterans play in nurtur-
ing the next generation of entrepreneurs
also continues to impress. The $20-million
donation Mike Lazaridis recently made to

the business school at Wilfrid Laurier
University is an example. It reflects the
BlackBerry co-founder’s belief that it
takes more than a great idea to succeed,
and his desire to see more large enterpris-
es do business around the world.

The likelihood companies launched
here will grow into global successes will
only increase as the local technology eco-
system grows and matures. There’s no
shortage of brilliant ideas and there’s
plenty of support to help them do well on
the world stage.

One thing is certain. The tech sector
will continue to surprise and impress.

Region’s tech businesses continue to impress
Ron DeRuyter, Record staff

Ron DeRuyter is the Record’s business editor

M
uch attention has been paid
to the growth of our tech
community over the past few
years, as local startup activ-

ity has increased and large companies
from elsewhere have opened or expanded
operations here.

Less discussed, but just as noteworthy,
is the amount of change we’ve seen dur-
ing the same period.

That’s not to say the growth hasn’t
been impressive on its own. The startup
explosion in Waterloo Region — part of a
new era of entrepreneurship sweeping
the globe, accelerated by technology and
the way it has lowered barriers to entry —
is as exciting as the early success of some
of the companies taking part in it.

Still, growth is an incremental, linear
process. Change, on the other hand, can
be transformative — and that’s where the
real excitement is.

By now, we’re all aware of the challeng-
es our largest local tech company, Black-
Berry, has faced in recent years, and of the
reduced footprint it occupies in the com-
munity as it works to overcome them. But
many opportunities have sprung from
those same challenges, and those oppor-
tunities are fuelling positive change.

Younger entrepreneurs, already in-
spired by BlackBerry’s indisputable
achievement of changing the world by
creating the smartphone market, have
been able to grow their businesses more
quickly, thanks in part to the availability
of seasoned ex-BlackBerry talent and
specialized expertise.

Additionally, several promising new
companies have sprouted from this en-
riched entrepreneurial soil, led by Black-
Berry veterans such as Adam Belsher,
CEO of fast-growing Magnet Forensics,
whose software is used by law enforce-
ment agencies around the world.

New, high-potential ventures have also
grown under the leadership of experi-
enced alumni from other local tech suc-
cesses such as OpenText. Among them
are Shinydocs, whose software increases
employee adoption of OpenText’s corpo-
rate information management systems,
and Igloo Software, whose intranets boost
employee engagement.

These companies and others, such as
Kik, Vidyard and Clearpath Robotics, are
expanding rapidly in an ecosystem that
grows ever more diverse by the day, as
bright young graduates and experienced
entrepreneurs alike respond to market
opportunities in software and hardware:
everything from cloud-based business
tools and construction-site communica-
tion platforms, to equestrian wearables
and Keurig-like cocktail machines.

Meanwhile, larger companies from
outside Waterloo Region — and not just

technology companies – are adding to the
transformative effect by moving to our
community to engage with our ecosys-
tem, or by deepening existing engage-
ments through expansion.

Google’s Canadian engineering head-
quarters will soon occupy 180,000 square
feet of space in downtown Kitchener’s
Breithaupt Block, effectively tripling its
local footprint. Ottawa-based e-commerce
juggernaut Shopify opened a sales lab in
the Tannery this year, as a precursor to a
much larger local presence.

And at the Communitech Hub, we’ve
welcomed more partners to our corporate
innovation space, which now includes
Canadian Tire, TD Bank Group, Canon,
Deloitte, Manulife and Thomson Reuters,
with others soon to follow.

These large, established companies
know how quickly the world is changing
around them, and see tremendous value
in tapping into the nimble, creative cul-
ture of our startup ecosystem. In turn,
our startups gain on-the-ground access to
potential customers in the form of these
big national brands, which they wouldn’t
otherwise find in a mid-sized community.

These new connections will not only
ensure Waterloo Region’s tech communi-
ty continues to grow, but to change in
rapid response to the world around us.

And that’s truly something we can all
be excited about.

Tech sector evolving in face of rapid change 

Iain Klugman
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