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A CHAMBER OF TECHNOLOGY FOR ALBERTA? by Stephen Murgatroyd

There is a new term gaining currency which you will hear a lot about in the next few years. It is “convergence”. It speaks to the connections been made between nanotechnology, information technologies, biotechnology, and cognitive technologies – the technology intensive industries. 
Why is “convergence” important? Some examples will make this clear. The use of bio-engineered crops for fuels will be hurried along by the genetic revolution that permits cultivation of crops to produce fuels such as ethanol. We will grow gasoline, so to speak, to lessen our dependence on oil. Advances in quantum computing will lead to smaller, more powerful computers and electronic devices that will add amazing intelligence to appliances and other products. These products will likely include telephones with extensive phone directories, intelligent food packaging that tells your oven how to cook the food inside, refrigerators that help make out your shopping list and tell you where to get the best price on the food you need. One last example: A wide range of new pharmaceuticals that originated from genetic research will come onto the market in the next 20 years, leading to treatments, cures, and preventive measures for a host of ailments. They may range from treatments for life-threatening diseases to psychological disorders to cosmetic problems. Some of these treatments will be personalized to meet the unique needs of an individual's genetic makeup – personalized medicine.
All of these examples involve a combination of different technologies – convergence – to permit breakthroughs in the way we use available resources or meet the needs of an ever more demanding consumer.
Understanding convergence is important for Alberta. As we look to a future of high gas and oil prices, leading to changes in energy use and the eventual decline of gas supplies, we need to look to new industries to generate economic growth and sustain the Province. The technology intensive industries provide the focus for the new knowledge economy of Alberta.
But this industry sector is fragmented, disorganized and unfocused. While each area of technology within the sector may have some structure and some leadership, there is very little cross-sectoral dialogue and even less lobbying by these combined sectors. The result is that venture capital providers, government policy makers, Federal and Provincial funding agencies and others are failing to harness the power of convergence to build a vibrant new industry sector in Alberta. Other jurisdictions are leading and Alberta is following behind.

We need action. A small group of people have been working to create a “Chamber of Technology” – a self-managing network of people, businesses and organizations which will use powerful open source methods to build a constituency here in Alberta. It aims to: influence the quality and flow of highly qualified people into the marketplace; influence credit unions, banks and venture capitalists to invest in small and medium enterprises here in Alberta working in this sector; influence Government to look at incentives for small and medium enterprises to secure work and gain tax advantages; encourage business to adopt and adapt emerging technologies; steer immigration policy to support these industries; connect aboriginal people and communities to these developing business opportunities and harness their indigenous knowledge; rethink the municipal taxation of small and medium enterprises, especially home based business; promote environmentally sound strategies for technology development; connect businesses from one end of the Province to the other, so that anyone, anywhere in Alberta can help to make convergence happen.
Unlike other organizations, this one will be self- managing. To use the buzz words – it will be a “bottom up” organization rather than a “top down” organization. Anyone can participate, since the membership fee will be small and all will be expected to contribute to online development of ideas, policies, proposals and resources. A small “kick off” group has purchased a web site (www.2020network.ca) where those who wish to do so can co-create policy and resources and share in the development of strategy for the technology intensive industry sector as a whole. Local groups will form of their own accord and online Town Hall meetings will be held from time to time. This may all lead to a Province wide meeting at some point in the future, but that will be up to the grass roots network.
If this sounds different, it is. This emerging organization wishes to use the relevant technologies and the principles of open source development to create, sustain and grow the organization. While there are passionate champions who want to make this happen, these same people also do not want to “control” the agenda. This is a grass roots chamber.
Just as the Alberta Chamber of Resources, founded in 1935, has a significant role in shaping our thinking about the natural resource sector, so we think a Chamber of Technology – or Network 2020 – should develop the same capacity for the technology intensive industries. These new industries will be the bedrock of Alberta’s economy by 2025, and we had better start now to develop the sector.
Stephen Murgatroyd is a freelance writer and management consultant based in Edmonton. stephen.murgatroyd@shaw.ca 
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