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T
he ICT sector has produced many 
successful student entrepreneurs 
over the last two decades. The Gen 
X and Millennial generations have 

been a driving force behind the boom in 
technology companies. A culture of “learn-
ing to code” has permeated down to primary 
schools, and student hack-a-thon’s are com-
monplace on university campuses. 

The biosciences sector however has not seen 
the same rapid growth in technology entrepre-
neurs and start-ups. Perhaps it’s simply related 
to the longer development times and higher 
costs for products created through biological 
processes. Or perhaps it’s the increased regula-
tory requirements to ensure health and envi-
ronmental safety for bioscience products. But 
the momentum for bioscience entrepreneurs 
has been shifting in recent years. Something 
has been happening that has begun to encour-
age more bioscience entrepreneurs to start their 
own companies and develop novel technolo-
gies that address unmet needs in the industry.

The purpose of this report is two-fold. First, 
we want to celebrate and recognize some of 
our most recent bioscience entrepreneurs, 
those who took the leap from student to C-
level bioscience executive. Second, we seek 
to identify and highlight some of the many 
support systems and programs which seem to 
be catalyzing the creation and development 
of successful bioscience entrepreneurs.

It still all starts in school
Many in our field can relate back to a grade 
school science teacher or other similar role 
model who first got us hooked on science. 
But it’s not enough to just have a love of the 
subject. Students want hands on experiences 
that not only further engrain their passion 
for science, but ones that also give the field 
a sense of purpose. Job shadowing is one 
example of how students can see first-hand 
the opportunities in the sector, but it’s the 
extracurricular activities that seem to be cited 
most often. 

It’s the competition aspect that seems to 
seed the interest in entrepreneurship and the 
hands on problem solving that the students 
enjoy. The traditional science fair is nothing 
new, but there are two Canadian initiatives 
that can highlight how this traditional idea has 
been elevated to a passion filled extra-cur-
ricular activity (meaning they don’t do it for 
school credit anymore – they do it for fun!).

The Sanofi BioGENEius Challenge is a com-
petition founded in 1993, when Toronto was 
preparing to host the BIO 1994 conference. 
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Entrepreneurs are well worth celebrating as 
catalysts for economic growth; but the student 
bioscience entrepreneur deserves an extra level of 
recognition. These are individuals who can identify 
unique, high-risk opportunities and then tackle 
them head-on. Instead of trying to find a job;  
they start a company, and lead it. 

At the time it was Connaught Laboratories 
that partnered with Seneca College and the 
City of Toronto to recruit students who would 
showcase commercial applications of biotech-
nology. This was unlike any typical science 
fair, requiring an approved research proposal, 
direct engagement with industry mentors, and 
they even provided grant funding. The initia-
tive was such a success that over the next few 
years it expanded across Canada, and in 1998 
was picked up by the US-based Biotechnol-
ogy Institute. The newly branded BioGENEius 
Challenge became somewhat of an “Olympics” 
of biotechnology student competitions, culmi-
nating every year around the international BIO 
conference. The impact for Canada has been 
tremendous, with currently 9 regional compe-
titions held every year across Canada, and a 
national competition held in May. 

In 2009, with the founding of the McMaster 
University based Centre for Surgical Inven-
tion and Innovation, another student com-
petition was established soon after; this time 
focused on robotics. As part of the Centre’s 
community outreach, it hosts an annual In-
novation Nation Conference and Robotics 
Competition to engage high school and post-
secondary level students in more engineer-
ing based problem solving. While there are 
other robotics competitions across Canada 
(e.g. First Robotics), this initiative was unique 
in terms of providing a showcase confer-
ence focused on the applications of robotics 



specifically for the medical sciences sector. 
By the time students are in University, a 

new level of competition has emerged. At 
the high school level, students are extremely 
dedicated and hardworking, but the primary 
motivation still seems to be to “have fun”. For 
university students however, these competi-
tions are serious business. More valuable time 
is required, influential industry leaders and 
investors are involved, and often real money 
is on the line. 

One of the most prestigious university 
level biotechnology competitions is iGEM 
(which stands for International Genetically 
Engineered Machines). Founded in 2004, this 
completion focuses on the applications of 
synthetic biology, and requires participants 
to have a good understanding of university 
level biology and biochemistry. The competi-
tion challenges teams to develop genetically 
engineered systems using standard biologi-
cal parts (i.e. DNA sequences that encode a 
biological function). Many Canadian universi-
ties have teams that compete in this annual 
competition.

Universities are increasingly 
encouraging  
entrepreneurship 
The old saying used to be “you don’t go 
to university to get a job; you go to get an 
education.” If you wanted a career following 
your post-secondary studies, you may have 
alternatively been encouraged to go to a col-
lege. Now, entrepreneurial focused university 
programs are increasingly encouraging the 
philosophy that “university graduates should 
be creating jobs instead of seeking them.”

The University of Toronto seems to be 
one school that has aggressively been pivot-
ing toward entrepreneurship over the past 
several years. The university has supported 
the launch of as many as nine distinct ac-
celerators, each with unique objectives, but 
all supporting the growth of entrepreneurial 
ventures. As just one example, the Impact 
Centre and its Techno program, which men-
tors student entrepreneurs on how to start a 
company, boasts over 40 companies, the ma-
jority of which are in the bioscience space. In 
addition to these formal incubator programs 
with the university, the university’s affiliated 
teaching hospitals have also launched their 
own programs to support entrepreneurship 
and company creation. The Sunnybrook 
Research Institute for example has spun-off 
some of Toronto’s most recognizable medi-
cal technology entrepreneurs. Technology 
commercialization from the university and 
its affiliated hospitals, among other partners, 
is now managed by MaRS Innovation, an 
organization which also supports company 

creation, and currently helps manage over 30 
companies. 

A more recent example is the 2015 launch 
of McGill’s X-1 Accelerator Program. This 
10-week summer boot camp helps new 
entrepreneurs with the basics of developing 
a business plan, right through to pitching 
in front of investors. Although McGill has a 
history of mentoring nearly 1,000 start-up 
business teams since 2009 through its Dobson 
Cup competition, they and other institutions 
continue to introduce new programs to sup-
port entrepreneurs, with more programs 
focused specifically on supporting bioscience 
start-ups.

 The University of Waterloo is probably the 
most well recognized institution historically 
for entrepreneurship. The university has pri-
oritized co-operative training as a component 
of their degree programs for many decades, 
and boasts the largest post-secondary co-
operative education program in the world. 
This program has provided students with ex-
perience working in industry to complement 
their education. Professional Experience Year 
programs (or PEY’s) are available at other 
academic institutions, however they are not as 
well known or openly encouraged. Academic 
and regional accelerators are also readily 
available to Waterloo entrepreneurs, and the 
university is home to an active entrepreneur-
ship community. While the Waterloo cluster 
has been typically labeled as ICT, there are 
also emerging bioscience companies coming 
from this region.

In terms of bioscience entrepreneurship, the 
best example of student networking groups is 
likely the Student Biotechnology Network in 
British Columbia. This group, which started 
in 2010, emerged primarily from the students 
at the University of British Columbia. While 
the focus is not specifically entrepreneurship, 
the group is dedicated to building a stronger 
network and capacity for students looking to 
engage in the biosciences community. The 
network links students with industry mentors 
who provide advice on careers in the biosci-
ences sector, and it hosts events to build a 
stronger cluster of individuals dedicated to 
the sector. Not only has this network suc-
ceeded in its efforts, but they have attracted 
the interest of students from across Canada. 
While student mentorship outside of BC is 
only a pilot program for 2016, they are assess-
ing the feasibility of administering a national 
program. 

Maybe university isn’t what 
you needed after all
In 2011, Peter Theil (co-founder of PayPal and 
investor in other high tech start-ups) estab-
lished the Theil Fellowship program, targeting 

young entrepreneurs. This program provides 
a two year grant totaling $100,000 for students 
less than 23 years of age (the approximate 
age of a post-secondary graduate). Success-
ful fellows either stop their post-secondary 
education, or skip it all together in order to 
achieve the programs primary objective – for 
young people to “build new things” instead 
of “sitting in a classroom.” In addition to the 
non-dilutive grant, fellows also receive sup-
port from the Theil Foundation’s network 
of founders, investors, and scientists to help 
build their companies.

Out of the 19 Theil Fellowships awarded for 
2015, four were from Canada, with two of the 
individuals founding companies in the biosci-
ences sector – Harry Gandhi, Co-Founder 
and CEO of Medella Health; and Cathy Tie, 
Co-Founder and CEO of Ranomics. 

University educated or not – 
entrepreneurs still need help
Beyond the realm of the university campus, 
entire regions have been building support 
systems to promote and foster entrepreneur-
ship in the biosciences sector. 

In Ontario, the investment in biotechnology 
incubators in the late 90’s, and the founding 
of the MaRS Discovery District in 2000 were 
early initiatives involving stakeholders from 
government, academia and industry, which 
helped to formalize innovation and the biosci-
ences as priorities for the region. Now MaRS 
is just one node in a much larger Ontario 
Network of Entrepreneurs, which includes 
regional innovation centres across the prov-
ince, and dedicated programs for supporting 
entrepreneurs and start-up companies. 

Québec has undergone a similar trans-
formation over the past 15 years, with in-
vestments in regional cluster initiatives, the 
establishment of regional incubators and 
provincially funded support programs.

Even federal programs have provided sup-
port to bioscience entrepreneurs through 
funding and technical expertise (e.g. NRC-
IRAP). The federal Centers of Excellence 
for Commercialization of Research (CECR) 
program has produced many national centers 
focused on commercialization in the biosci-
ences sector. One of the most successful 
examples is the Vancouver-based Centre for 
Drug Research and Development (CDRD), 
which actually preceded the federal CECR 
program. By focusing specifically on drug de-
velopment, CDRD has been helping Canadian 
research to secure more value within Canada.

Entrepreneurship workshops, business plan 
competitions, and innovation showcases have 
been popping up all across the country, and 
they all seem to be busy and over-subscribed. 
New entrepreneurs are engaging with per-
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spective entrepreneurs and more individuals 
are beginning to realize that entrepreneurship 
may be an option for them. 

Perhaps most surprising has been the im-
pact of foreign incubators and programs on 
stimulating entrepreneurship in Canada. The 
Indie Bio Accelerator program, which pro-
vides start-up funding and hosts incubation 
facilities in San Francisco, and Cork Ireland, 
has even enabled the launch of a Canadian-
based start-up company (see profiled com-
pany Hyasynth Bio). The Canadian Technol-
ogy Accelerator program has also helped 
Canadian bioscience companies expand into 
international markets (see profiled company 
Precision Nanosystems).

Canadian regions are recognizing that en-
trepreneurship is a critical factor to sustained 
economic growth, and while innovation 
based companies in general have been the 
focus, the biosciences sector is beginning to 
emerge as a high impact sector that cannot 
be ignored.

Mentorship is key
Student mentorship is one thing, but for 
entrepreneurs starting a company, they rely 
heavily on experienced people to talk to. Be-
ing a CEO in the biosciences space can be a 
lonely job. Advisors are key at every stage of 
development, but what helps most is simply 
having someone who has shared a similar 
experience to run your ideas by.

Over time, mentors will come through advi-
sory boards and investors, but a true mentor, 
who simply wants to give back and receive 
nothing in return, can still be hard to come 
by for early stage bioscience entrepreneurs. 

Industry associations and regional biosci-
ence organizations have been cited as facilita-
tors of mentorship. While many organizations 
across Canada have established mentorship 
programs, the Ontario Biosciences Innova-
tion Organization (OBIO) has taken this 
concept several steps further, actively sup-
porting early stage bioscience entrepreneurs 
through their Pre-CAAP and CAAP programs. 
These programs, the latter of which also re-
ceived support from FedDev Ontario and the 
Ontario Government, directly engage early 
stage bioscience entrepreneurs, and provide 
them access to mentors at the pre-investment 
stage who help them to build their business, 
and then to investment mentors when they 
achieve a stage that they are ready to seek 
venture investment. 

Building an industry – success 
is not dependent on the  
entrepreneur alone
Entrepreneurs may build a company, but it 
takes many entrepreneurs to build an indus-

try. Regions and governments have recog-
nized this, through strategic investments and 
programs that support commercialization 
of technologies, but economic policies also 
need to be aligned. Over the past decade the 
federal government has prioritized invest-
ments in the commercial development of 
research, while most recently the new gov-
ernment has reinvested in building capacity 
in Canada’s basic research. Support for small 
companies however still remains uncertain. 
Now that we’re seeing a growing number of 
bioscience entrepreneurs, we need to make 
sure we’re supporting them to grow and 
thrive in Canada. 

Bioscience entrepreneurs are skilled at 
identifying a market need and developing 
a technology solution to address that need. 
When they achieve the milestone of devel-
oping a novel product however, we as a 
community need to support them to ensure 
that Canadians can access these innovative 
products and that the company can export 
its products to serve the global market. We 
as a community need to ensure that these 
companies can establish operations, grow 
employment, and sustain economic activities 
within Canada. If we truly want to celebrate 
the Canadian bioscience entrepreneurs, then 
we need to ensure that we support them in 
contributing to a vibrant biosciences industry 
in Canada.

While we have selected only a few com-
panies to be profiled, there are several more 
companies that should be equally celebrat-
ed. These entrepreneurs and companies will 
be key to the future of our sector.

Mycodev Group, 
Fredericton, NB
Dave Brown, 
Founder and CTO

Origins Of the idea: During his under-
graduate studies at the University of Alberta, 
Dave Brown says he “got the bug” for entre-
preneurship after competing with the school’s 
iGEM competition team in 2012. This extra-
curricular activity was like a full-time job for 
members of his team, which included about 
eight students comprised of undergraduate 
level engineers, scientists and two business 
students. Under the mentorship of two profes-
sors, the University recruits an annual team of 
students who submit a project plan every April 
to compete against international teams at MIT 
each November. Brown’s team submitted a 
project as part of the entrepreneurship stream, 
which not only involved developing a novel 
technology from bacteria, but also required a 
full business plan and pitch to a panel of judg-
es. The team won this category, and Brown 
was hooked as a bioscience entrepreneur.

Fresh off his win, Brown started investigat-
ing what he saw was an unmet need for chi-
tosan. This is a biomaterial typically sourced 
from shrimp and crab shells, and used in 
medical applications including pharmaceuti-
cals and wound care products. The problem 
with existing sources of chitosan was that the 
vast majority of the biomaterial was sourced 
directly from shell fish, and there was a grow-
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ing concern from medical end users about 
the potential for allergic reactions and the 
high quantity of heavy metals that accumu-
lated in shell fish. Brown identified that end 
users had a need for high purity chitosan 
that could consistently be reproduced.

decisiOn tO create a cOmpany: 
Upon graduation, Brown returned to his 
family roots in New Brunswick, but there 
weren’t many opportunities for bioscience 
graduates. However, as a proud native of 
New Brunswick, he was committed to stay-
ing there and starting a company. He devel-
oped an idea to use large-scale fermentation 
of fungus for chitosan extraction. With 
this idea alone, he incorporated Mycodev 
Group, developed a crude website, and 
then began to receive inquiries from several 
U.S. based companies within the first week. 

In his early days, Brown was able to se-
cure some bench space with the Biorefinery 
Technology Scale-Up Centre at CCNB. With 
a bit of seed funding from the New Bruns-
wick Innovation Foundation (NBIF), Brown 
received a research voucher to cover the 
cost of lab space. The only drawback was 
the 200km between his lab bench at CCNB 
and his home in Fredericton, so he ended 
up spending the summer camping out in a 
tent to ensure that he could stretch his de-
velopment dollars as long as possible. 

suppOrt alOng the way: Brown freely 
admits that while he is passionate about the 
technology, he did not have the business 
background to scale his company. He was 
extremely fortunate to find a business part-
ner during a presentation on his company 
to the local biotech community at a regular 
BIONB meeting. Brennan Sisk was in the 
crowd and soon after he became the com-
pany CEO. This partnership allowed Brown 
to focus his efforts on developing the tech-
nology, while Sisk led the corporate devel-
opment, from sourcing financing to clients. 

Mycodev secured office space in a Fred-
ericton at the tech accelerator, Planet Hatch. 
This organization not only provided the 
company with a dedicated office, but also 
provided start-up mentorship to the com-
pany. Funding was secured through a loan 
from ACOA, as well as a follow-on invest-
ment of $550K from the NBIF. The Pond-
Deshpande Centre at UNB was also cited a 
source of support and early stage funding.

Possibly the most important support 
however came from the early customers 
themselves. Brown initiated discussions 
with prospective end users and engaged 
them directly in validating the early batches 
of chitosan that he was producing. With 
their feedback, he was able to refine his 

fermentation process and ensure that his 
new customers were getting the high quality 
product that he had committed to. 

prOjected impacts Of the cOmpany: 
Mycodev Group boasts a unique source for 
high purity chitosan with high consistency for 
each batch produced. The company is in a 
growth phase, currently recruiting new hires, 
and looking to expand beyond their current 
space. Their 10 year plan includes expanding 
to biopolymer products including nanopar-
ticle chitosan and 3-D bioprinting scaffolds. 
Their vision is to become a leading company 
in Canada’s biotechnology sector. 

final thOughts On Our culture 
fOr BiOscience entrepreneurship: 
Brown questions the limited number of bio-
science entrepreneurs in Canada, when we 
seem to have a vibrant start-up culture in the 
information technology sector. “We’re miss-
ing a huge opportunity”, states Brown. “It’s 
unfortunate that so few individuals feel that 
entrepreneurship is an option for this sector. 
We need to address this.”

Covina  
Biomedical, 
Halifax, NS
Caitlin Pierlot, 
Co-Founder and 
CEO

Brett Dickey, 
Co-Founder and 
CTO

Origins Of the idea: Caitlin Pierlot was 
a relatively new addition to the technology 
team, having worked throughout her PhD on 
more of the fundamental sciences of biomedi-
cal research; but Brett Dickey was involved 
in the technology from the beginning, having 
spent over five years of his graduate training 
developing it. Both were researchers in Dan-
iel Boyd’s lab at Dalhousie University’s School 
of Biomedical Engineering. It seems that Prof. 
Boyd was a key mentor from the start, having 
previously founded a biomedical company 
in his native Ireland, and a second company, 
ABK Biomedical after being recruited to 
Canada. ABK Biomedical was also recognized 
for winning the inaugural BioNova BioInno-
vation Challenge competition in 2011.

Dickey however was no stranger to en-
trepreneurship, coming from an entrepre-
neurial family and having being involved in 
school co-ops and the early stages of another 
spin-off company during his undergraduate 
education. His graduate work in the Boyd 
lab focused on adopting the chemistry of an 
aluminum free, glass ionomer cement for use 
in orthopaedic applications. The goal of this 
research was always focused on commercial-
izing the resulting technology.

decisiOn tO create a cOmpany: After 
several years of research, funded through an 
Atlantic Innovation Fund (AIF) grant to the 
Boyd lab, Dickey had perfected the cement 
and it was ready for commercial testing and 
development. It was at this stage that Dickey 
decided that he preferred his lab-based work 



on the technology, and recruited Pierlot  
(a post doc in the Boyd lab at the time) to 
become the company’s CEO. Covina Bio-
medical was established in the Fall of 2015, 
and it became the official commercial partner 
for the AIF funded research. 

Concurrently, the annual BioNova BioInno-
vation Challenge competition was underway. 
This competition, which attracts competitors 
from the academic and local business com-
munities, provided an extra incentive for Pier-
lot to formalize a business plan and a pitch 
to potential investors. Despite considering 
themselves as one of the “greener” teams in 
the competition, they went on to win for best 
company and were granted a $45,000 prize. 

suppOrt alOng the way: Many other 
organizations provided support to help 
launch the new start-up company. Inno-
vacorp, an early stage venture capital fund 
for Nova Scotia companies, provided grants 
through their Early Stage Commercialization 
Fund to help assess the regulatory and reim-
bursement requirements for the technology 
as well as some of the costs associated with 
patenting. Their Life Sciences Pre-Investment 
Program provided further support to the 
company in order to prepare it for invest-
ment. ACOA also provided a grant for Con-
sulting Advisory Services, which was used 
to help the company develop a logo, value 
statements, and also refine their pitch.

prOjected impacts Of the cOm-
pany: The short term objectives for the 
company are focused on job creation and 
economic growth for the Halifax biosciences 
economy, and to continue to promote the 
ongoing translation of university research 
into industry. In the long term, the ultimate 
objective is to enhance the efficiency and 
efficacy of orthopaedic procedures, thereby 
improving patient outcomes and reducing 
the overall cost burden for the health system. 

final thOughts On Our culture 
fOr BiOscience entrepreneurship: 
Pierlot remarks that over the several years of 
her graduate and post-doctoral training, she 
has witnessed a visible change in the growing 
interest and support for bioscience entrepre-
neurship. Dickey notes that with limited op-
portunities for industrial employment in the 
bioscience sector in Atlantic Canada, there 
seems to be more of a shift in promoting en-
trepreneurship as a viable option for sustain-
able careers in the region. While the two are 
pleased that they are not unique among their 
peers, knowing others who are pursuing en-
trepreneurial bioscience ventures, they admit 
that they remain very much in the minority.

Hyasynth Bio, 
Montréal, QC
Kevin Chen, Co-
Founder and CEO 

Origins Of the idea: Problem solving 
and biology seem to have been passions 
for Kevin Chen from early-on in his student 
career. During his undergrad at Queen’s Uni-
versity, he was team leader for the school’s 
iGEM competition team. He spent his summer 
after graduation working for Synbiota, where 
he was further exposed to the Do It Yourself 
(DIY) Bio community. In the fall, he began a 
Master’s degree at McGill University, but spent 
his evenings and weekends with a biohacker 
group he helped co-found called Bricobio. It 
was here where he met like-minded individu-
als and together they came up with the idea 
to use synthetic biology to produce THC, the 
chemical compound cited for the medicinal 
applications of marijuana. 

Chen considers himself among a grow-
ing community of “hackers” and “DIY’ers”, 
which are common enough terms outside of 
the biosciences sector, but are progressively 
gaining acceptance within the biosciences 
community. The DIY-Bio community share 
a philosophy of open source environments, 
shared spaces, and learning through your 
peers; whereas biohackers go a step further 
to tackling specific problems with a biologi-
cal solution, in a short period of time. A bio-
hacker simply sees genetics or a biological 
interface as a traditional IT hacker’s software 
code. Chen and his peers have actually de-
veloped many ideas, and he remains well 
connected within this growing community of 
bio-innovators.

decisiOn tO create a cOmpany: Hyas-
ynth Bio was established, when the idea for 
developing THC using synthetic biology was 
accepted as a business proposal submission 
to the inaugural Indie Bio Accelerator pro-
gram based in Cork, Ireland. Chen’s decision 
to take leave of his Master’s program for this 
venture was not encouraged by the institu-
tion. Nonetheless, Chen was committed, 
and with his colleagues they established the 
company’s start-up operations in an Indie Bio 
facility in Cork for the summer. The accelera-
tor program provided the company with seed 
funding, lab space, and mentorship, which 
enabled the team to validate their technol-
ogy, develop the business plan, and grow 
the company to a stage where it could attract 
seed investment. 

And that is exactly what happened. The 
Ireland based venture capital firm, SOS Ven-
tures provided a $500,000 seed investment in 
the company, and Chen was able to relocate 
the company’s operations back to Montréal. 
He was also able to attract two additional 
angel investors, who each provided a small 
investment, but more importantly brought a 
valuable advisory capacity in specific areas of 
development. 

suppOrt alOng the way: Chen is highly 
complementary of the Montréal biosciences 
community. He continues to be actively en-
gaged in networking events, and he’s been 
able to discuss his business with several inves-
tors. He’s also been working with the National 
Research Council who is supporting some of 
the company’s research, as well as Health 
Canada who are supporting the regulatory 
aspects of the company’s development activi-
ties. Given the sensitive regulatory nature of 
the company’s main product, Chen applauds 
Canada’s support for their research, stating 
that it’s much more difficult to acquire the 
required permits in other jurisdictions.

Chen selected a downtown location for his 
company, over other available incubation 
spaces throughout the region, as culturally 
this is where they enjoyed being. With fa-
cilities on the campuses of both Concordia 
University and UQAM, they have access to the 
appropriate space for their research, and they 
have experienced a growing support for bio-
science entrepreneurs from these institutions. 

prOjected impacts Of the cOmpany: 
The primary mandate for the company is to 
establish a controlled platform for medici-
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nal cannabinoid usage. Currently, the only 
source for medical marijuana comes directly 
from the buds of the original plant mate-
rial, with no real understanding as to how 
it should best be administered or used. This 
is particularly concerning when using can-
nabinoids for pediatric conditions. Hyasynth 
Bio is seeking to migrate the supply chain 
for cannabinoids to a controlled production 
with yeast, where purity and consistency of 
the end product can be ensured. Chen lik-
ens this process to the biomanufacturing of 
insulin, which was originally harvested from 
the pancreas of pigs, but soon transitioned to 
the controlled production of the compound 
using bacteria.

The impacts for Chen will not end with this 
venture. Chen is committed to expanding his 
interest in synthetic biology and to address 
new challenges in the future.

final thOughts On Our culture 
fOr BiOscience entrepreneurship: 
Chen finds that while entrepreneurs are in no 
way unique to other technology sectors, they 
are under represented in the biosciences. 
He feels that his team may be somewhat 
unique for the bioscience space in terms of 
their business style and young age; however, 
he would like to see many more people in-
volved in building companies in the sector.

Medella Health, 
Waterloo, ON
Harry Gandhi, 
Co-Founder  
and CEO 

Origins Of the idea: Harry Gandhi has 
always had a passion for diabetes, recogniz-
ing the complexities of monitoring and man-
agement for this life-long disease. With both 
a family connection and a direct involvement 
in implementing a glucose monitoring system 
across a health system as part of a university 
co-op term, Gandhi knew early on that this 
was an area in which he wanted to make an 
impact. Surprisingly however, this was not his 
first start-up venture. He also founded a high-
throughput genetic testing platform, which he 
says “failed for all the right reasons.” Based 
on this experience and his passion for diabe-
tes, he developed the idea for Medella Health 
with two other students from the University 
of Waterloo. His co-founders Maarij Baig and 
Huayi Gao were all active in Waterloo’s en-
trepreneurship scene, and the team of three 

began working together evenings and week-
ends, often prioritizing time for developing 
the technology in lieu of going to class – a 
decision that the University of Waterloo’s ad-
ministration and professors were flexible to 
accommodate. Gandhi was actively involved 
in establishing a “biohacking” centre through 
a co-op term with the university, and Gao 
developed part of the technology platform 
as a 4th year design project. But after many 
months of development, the team decided 
that it required their full-time attention. This 
resulted in Gandhi dropping out of school to 
become the CEO for the new company, and 
Gao leaving the Master’s program that he had 
recently started. 

decisiOn tO create a cOmpany: The 
team knew that they had a strong infrastruc-
ture support system for starting a company; 
and they were dedicated to pursuing change 
in the chronic management of diabetes; but it 
wasn’t until they received their first real cash 
investment from winning a Fed-Dev Ontario 
sponsored business pitch competition, that 
they knew they had a company that would 
achieve a real impact. This became the force 
that drove the three founding bioentrepre-
neurs. They had no early visions of making 
lots of money, or any illusions of an easy 
lifestyle – they were simply driven by the 
goal of making an impact in healthcare, and 
they would dedicate the long hours required 
to achieve it. 

suppOrt alOng the way: The Velocity 
program at the University of Waterloo was 
essential to the company’s early success, 
offering access to equipment, lab space, 
and research mentors, all free of charge. 
This program takes no share in equity from 

start-up companies, and expects nothing in 
return. Federal grants were also helpful in 
seeding the company financially, but Gandhi 
cautions that early start-ups must avoid the 
trap of “grantrepreneurs”, that rely primarily 
on government assistance in lieu of focusing 
on developing their technology and attracting 
commercial interest. A Theil Fellowship also 
provided some early financing, but Gandhi 
stresses that the most critical support was not 
in the form of cash, but rather in accessing 
the required infrastructure and expertise to 
develop their technology.

Medella Health has since been recruited 
for relocation to California and other regions 
in the U.S., but the company is committed to 
keeping the technology development side in 
Waterloo, due to the three main pillars of tech-
nological support, that can’t be found clustered 
anywhere else in the world. These include: 
the Centre for Contact Lens Research which 
supports their underlying platform interface; 
the Center for Intelligent Antenna and Radio 
Systems which was also an early supporter of 
the Blackberry technology; and the Waterloo 
Institute for Nanotechnology which believes 
strongly in supporting young entrepreneurs.

prOjected impacts Of the  
cOmpany: 
In addition to the economic impacts of 
improving the GDP of the region, Medella 
Health is focused on achieving real impact 
for addressing the data collection problems in 
healthcare. Diabetes is a disease that once de-
veloped, stays with an individual their entire 
life, requiring regular monitoring and mainte-
nance. Medella Health’s goal is to make this 
easy and seamless, shifting from a culture that 
is currently reactive to seeking treatment, to 
a culture that is proactive at monitoring and 
maintaining health. Over time this technology 
is expected to expand to other disease areas 
as well, facilitating data capture and analysis 
to achieve optimal health.

final thOughts On Our culture 
fOr BiOscience entrepreneurship: 
“Entrepreneurship is not for everyone,” says 
Gandhi. “There are a lot of cheerleaders for 
entrepreneurship, but this doesn’t mean ev-
eryone should be doing it. It’s much harder 
than people make it sound, with minimum 60 
to 80 hour weeks and no vacation.” Despite 
this caution, Gandhi praises the University 
of Waterloo, its supportive infrastructure and 
the many professors who often are asked to 
support student learning on their own time, 
because the student may have needed to miss 
classes to work on their technology or grow 
their company.

Innovators



Precision Nano-
Systems,  
Vancouver, BC
James taylor, 
Co-Founder and 
CEO 

euan Ramsay, 
Co-Founder and 
COO

Origins Of the idea: While this story 
begins with one individual, the origins for 
the company is really a convergence of four 
people with a novel idea – two professors 
and scientific founders, and two recently 
graduated PhD’s who became bioscience 
entrepreneurs. James Taylor came from a 
UBC engineering physics undergraduate 
background with a PhD in genetics, while 
his soon to be co-founder Euan Ramsay 
had a PhD and post-doc experience in 
the pharmaceutical sciences. Taylor also 
brought expertise in life sciences venture 
capital, which he acquired as Venture 
Capital Fellow with the Seattle-based Ac-
celerator Corp. He was accustomed to the 
long hours of the entrepreneurial life style, 
working part-time in venture capital, while 
in tandem working towards his PhD at the 
Institute for Systems Biology. 

It was during his PhD that Taylor met 
UBC professor Carl Hansen, an expert in 
microfluidics; and then upon his return to 
Vancouver that he met another UBC profes-
sor Pieter Cullis (also the Scientific Founder 
of CDRD), an expert in personalized medi-
cine and nanoparticle systems. Taylor was 
recruited to CDRD to help set up a com-
mercialization system that would impact 
personalized medicine. It was at CDRD that 
Taylor met Ramsay. The initial idea for the 
technology came from a convergence of 
the need in nanomedicines for improved 
manufacturing technologies from Cullis and 
the microfluidics expertise from Hansen.

decisiOn tO create a cOmpany: 
With a novel idea in hand, Taylor started 
full-time at the company in June 2010, 
and convinced Ramsay to co-found the 
company shortly after. The technology 
is a significant leap forward in the way 

nanomedicines are developed and manu-
factured and as such, the opportunity to 
accelerate the understanding of disease 
and the development of novel therapeutics 
was significant. To capture this opportunity 
Precision NanoSystems (PNI) was formed 
with the goal of being the global leader in 
this market place. PNI was initially funded 
through grant funds, by the founders, and 
through a commercial partnership. The PNI 
team rapidly developed their first products 
and by 2013 launched their flagship prod-
uct, the NanoAssemblr Benchtop. 

suppOrt alOng the way: Despite the 
tremendous strengths in scientific, techni-
cal and business expertise on the start-up 
team, support from provincial and federal 
organizations was still critical to the success 
of the company. The company maintained a 
strong partnership with UBC and the UBC-
University Industry Liaison Office and the 
technology and company was supported 
by an array of agencies, including: NSERC, 
CIHR, MITACS, Genome BC, and NRC-IRAP. 
Several other organizations were also sup-
portive including the provincial and fed-
eral trade commissioners which helped the 
company establish a client base in foreign 
markets. As an example, the company par-
ticipated in the Canadian Technology Ac-
celerator program in both Boston and San 
Francisco, which helped them to establish 
clients among the large pharmaceutical and 
biotechnology companies, as well as with 
leading academic institutions. 

The company now serves clients in over 
20 countries, and has a highly energetic and 
dedicated team with an average age of 32 
– further showcasing the young age of indi-
viduals involved with emerging bioscience 
companies. Precision NanoSystems was 

recently recognized by Life Sciences BC as 
the 2016 “Growth Stage Medtech Company 
of the Year”. 

prOjected impacts Of the cOmpany: 
Precision NanoSystems has established 
platform technologies and products that 
are enabling the acceleration of the next 
generation of drug development – nano-
medicines. PNI’s technology is making 
drug development faster and easier, and 
is enabling the development of novel and 
powerful new therapeutic modalities. PNI 
is working with world leading biopharma-
ceutical companies, helping them to create 
some of the most exciting drugs under de-
velopment today.

final thOughts On Our culture 
fOr BiOscience entrepreneurship: 
Bioentrepreneurship is becoming much 
more acceptable with a noticeable growth 
in the Canadian biosciences sector. Taylor 
believes that “as physics and information 
technology have had a transformative im-
pact on the last century; so the biosciences 
will have on this century”.

Robert Merson is a Certified Management 
Consultant and entrepreneur in the life sci-
ences sector. He is an alumnus of the first 
Sanofi BioGENEius Challenge competition held 
in 1993/94; and he has served as a biotech-
nology industry mentor at the University of 
Toronto, New College for the past 14 years.
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