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List of Recommendations
1. BROADBAND ACCESS

Recommendation 1: Create and implement an Atlantic Broadband Action Plan with the 
objective of providing all Atlantic Canadians with access to Internet service of at least 50 
megabits per second (Mbs) down-loading and 10 Mbs up-loading.

2. FUTURE SKILLS

Recommendation 2: Establish the “FutureSkills Lab” in Atlantic Canada on a pilot basis, 
governed by a joint federal-provincial-stakeholder board having a majority of members not from 
government.

3. IMMIGRATION

Recommendation 3.1: Increase annually over the next five years Atlantic Canada’s percentage 
share of the Provincial Nominee Program under the Canada Immigration Plan so long as the 
region is able to fulfill its allocation.

Recommendation 3.2: Establish a procedure to proactively identify and recruit to Atlantic 
Canada small numbers of exceptionally accomplished individuals with demonstrated 
entrepreneurial talent and the ability to scale-up businesses in areas that support the Atlantic 
Growth Strategy.

Recommendation 3.3: Enhance the Express Entry program for foreign graduates from Atlantic 
post-secondary institutions to assign greater weight to their personal suitability—age, skills, and 
prior work experience—than to possession of an immediate job offer; and increase efforts to 
inform international students of possible pathways to permanent residence after graduation.

4. FINANCING STARTUPS

Recommendation 4.1: Harmonize across Atlantic Canada the existing provincial investment tax 
credits, and make them refundable; available to an investor wherever located; and focused on 
small businesses that are innovation-based. Include as eligible investments: common and 
preferred shares, convertible debentures and units; and as eligible investors: individuals, 
corporations, trusts and limited partnerships.

Recommendation 4.2: Invest public funds in private-sector-managed regional funds making 
pre-seed as well as seed and early-stage venture capital investments. The provincial governments 
should invest, approximately on a pro-rata basis, together with federal government matching, 
BDC, and the private sector.
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5. SME EXPORT ACCELERATION

Recommendation 5: Establish, under the Atlantic Trade and Investment Growth Strategy, a 
pan-Atlantic “SME Export Accelerator” program.

6. REGULATORY RECONCILIATION

Recommendation 6: Implement a process to reconcile, in a much more timely way, existing 
regulations that unreasonably impede trade, investment and worker mobility within Atlantic 
Canada.

7. COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

Recommendation 7: Create a “Community Challenge Fund” that would invite Atlantic 
Canadians to develop proposals to build on local assets to be employed in innovative community 
development projects.

8. EXPERIENTIAL TOURISM

Recommendation 8.1:  Increase support for experiential tourism in Atlantic Canada including a 
new multi-year initiative to develop Indigenous experiential tourism based on authentic cultural 
practices and skills. 

Recommendation 8.2: Identify an initial set of high-potential but under-served air routes to and 
within Atlantic Canada, and provide subsidies or other incentives sufficient to attract operators 
for at least a five-year trial period.

9. SECTOR CLUSTERS

Recommendation 9: Create “Innovation Marketplaces” in Atlantic Canada to support 
collaboration among large and small businesses, research performers, and governments in sector 
clusters, including Oceans, Agfood and Bio-resources, Clean Technologies, and potentially 
others.

10. DIGITAL HEALTH

Recommendation 10: Create an “Atlantic Digital Health Innovation Foundation” to drive a 
collaborative strategy and to manage a “Digital Health Innovation Fund” that will support digital 
health pilot projects and finance small-scale procurements from Atlantic-based technology and 
service innovators in digital health. 
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Introduction

In 1934 the Province of Nova Scotia appointed a distinguished commission to conduct a broad 
enquiry into the province’s economic condition. The assessment at the time, which could equally 
have applied to the entire Atlantic region, included the following words:

“…the population of Nova Scotia is slowly dwindling, its industries are languishing, the younger 
men and women are more or less compelled to leave the province and to search for careers in
other parts of Canada or other countries.”

Fast forward 80 years to the report of the Nova Scotia Commission on Building Our New 
Economy—entitled Now or Never:

“The Commission’s core message is this: Nova Scotia is today in the early stages of what may be
a prolonged period of accelerating population loss and economic decline. These negative 
prospects are not, however, inevitable or irreversible.”

Reading these authoritative conclusions, the optimist might believe that the dire circumstances 
described in 1934 and again in 2014 could likely be put off for another 80 years, so why worry; 
while the pessimist might conclude that, try as we might, nothing will change, so why bother.

The facts point to a different conclusion. Contrary to the pessimistic view, the Atlantic provinces 
have been making steady economic progress for decades. The region’s per capita output has 
significantly closed the gap with the national average since the 1960s and now equals more than 
80% of Canada’s per capita GDP. But the optimists are not right either primarily because 
Atlantic Canada has a serious demographic problem. The region’s extremely slow-growing 
population is the oldest in Canada. Statistics Canada’s “high growth” population scenario for the 
region through 2038 projects a total of only 2.5 million, barely above the current level of 2.4 
million. The challenge is clear.

Fortunately, population growth is not immutable. But it is linked with economic performance in 
a circle of mutually reinforcing cause and effect. Population growth is a key driver of economic 
growth; while economic growth and prospects are the most important factors in attracting and 
retaining population. So a growth strategy for Atlantic Canada must be both an economic growth 
strategy and a population growth strategy.

Lately there have been plenty of encouraging signs—for example:

• Immigration has been up strongly, although still well below the region’s per capita share of 
the national total. 

• There are vibrant technology-based startup communities in several places in Atlantic Canada, 
helping to attract and retain young talent and investment. 

• Aquaculture, vineyards and other elements of the “agfood” industry in Atlantic Canada are 
innovating, adding greater value and increasing exports in what is forecast to be one of the 
most significant growth opportunities for Canada as world population expands both in 
numbers and affluence. 
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• Oceans-related industries are poised to build on a cluster of established skills and world-class 
research capacity to play a much bigger role in this expanding global sector. 

• Many of the small communities of Atlantic Canada finally have a realistic prospect of turning 
around decades of declining prospects as the modernization of traditional sectors, the up-
grading of tourism and cultural assets, and improving broadband access make rural/small 
town living an increasingly attractive and affordable option for a young tech-savvy 
generation.

These factors account for the palpable momentum and optimism in much of Atlantic Canada 
today even as the shock of lower oil prices and the ever-present demographic challenge make for 
an uneven picture. We are at a time when the balance of forces favours opportunity. 

Atlantic Canadians themselves are the ones most responsible for seizing the opportunity and
sustaining the momentum. But the long history of the region leaves no doubt that government 
must continue to complement the capabilities of the private sector and be a key enabler of its 
success.

This is the context in which the governments of Canada and of the four Atlantic provinces 
launched the Atlantic Growth Strategy (AGS) in July, 2016. An Atlantic Growth Advisory 
Group was appointed in early 2017 to conduct a series of roundtable consultations on the 
strategy and to prepare advice for the AGS Leadership Committee of federal ministers and 
Atlantic premiers. (See the Appendix for short biographies of the members of the Atlantic 
Growth Advisory Group.)

There have been countless reports over the decades recommending measures that might be taken 
to promote growth in Atlantic Canada. The Advisory Group has taken that good work as given 
and focused its advice through a relatively limited number of recommendations that satisfy the 
following criteria. 

• Each recommendation must have the prospect of substantial impact and at least some should 
be potentially transformative.

• Each should have pan-Atlantic application, while complementing the strategies of the 
individual Provinces.

• Each should break new ground and not repeat, or only slightly embellish, what has been well 
said already. 

• Finally, each recommendation must be specific enough to be clearly actionable.

The recommendations resulting from these criteria cover a large part of the growth policy 
landscape in a mutually reinforcing way. Their structure is diagrammed in the chart below which 
is also a guide to the ten sections that follow. 

.

5



6

The Advisory Group has drawn extensively on the excellent work of the federal Advisory 
Council on Economic Growth and recommends implementing, in an Atlantic context, a number 
of the innovative ideas developed by the Council including, in particular, the “FutureSkills Lab” 
and the concept of an “Innovation Marketplace.” In fact, a theme running strongly throughout the
recommendations is the opportunity to apply a number of highly innovative approaches first in 
Atlantic Canada. The region is tailor-made with multiple jurisdictions to learn what is needed to 
collaborate effectively; large enough to provide adequate scale and scope, yet small enough to 
avoid too much administrative inertia; and often in particular need of innovative approaches to 
achieve the objectives of the Atlantic Growth Strategy. The Advisory Group’s recommendations 
follow, organized in ten chapters.

1. Providing Universal Broadband Access

Affordable access to high quality broadband Internet service is foundational for the Atlantic 
Growth Strategy. Quite simply, broadband access is transformative. Virtually all of the 
recommendations that follow depend on it directly or indirectly including, in particular, the 
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proposed strategy to make Atlantic Canada a leader in digital innovation for the provision of 
healthcare.

The CRTC has established, as a national objective for broadband Internet, a speed of at least 50 
megabits per second (Mbs) for download and 10 Mbs for upload—the “50/10” objective. In 2015 
about 82% of Canadians had access to a service that met that objective, including most urban 
residents but fewer than 30% of rural Canadians. The Atlantic region, as the most rural in 
Canada, is particularly reliant on measures to provide affordable broadband access for all.

Recommendation 1: Create and implement an Atlantic Broadband Action Plan with the 
objective of providing all Atlantic Canadians with access to Internet service of at least 50 
Mbs (down) and 10 Mbs (up). 

Atlantic Canada needs to establish a reputation as a place where youth and entrepreneurial 
ambition will be served. This will not happen without a comprehensive Atlantic Broadband 
Action Plan that brings together governments, business, and communities around a common 
objective of “50/10 access for all”. One benchmark along the way should be for Atlantic Canada 
to exceed the CRTC’s estimate of 90% access to the 50/10 standard by 2021. 

The Atlantic Provinces should develop collaboratively the Broadband Action Plan so as to 
maximize, on a regional basis, the opportunity afforded by the new federal “Connect to 
Innovate” program as well as other funds and initiatives of the federal, provincial and municipal 
governments, the CRTC, and the private sector. The Action Plan must, at the outset, provide for 
collection of the detailed community-level data needed to scope out the requirements to meet the 
50/10 objective and to set priorities. The asset mapping needs to be undertaken with the 
assistance of competent professionals and with the co-operation of Internet service providers. 
The Plan must include a timeline of interim targets and a commitment to publish, at least 
annually, the state of progress. It would greatly facilitate planning among governments if the 
various federal sources potentially available to support broadband access were combined into an 
“Atlantic Broadband Fund”.

The “universality” being recommended refers to availability of a service to all Atlantic 
Canadians at reasonable price. Coverage of the most remote households may not be feasible 
using terrestrial technology; in which case improving technology for satellite and “fixed 
wireless” service will eventually fill the remaining gaps, although perhaps not at quite the 50/10 
standard. 

There are no insurmountable technical barriers to eventually achieving the 50/10 objective 
virtually throughout Atlantic Canada. The issue is cost to provide the physical infrastructure, and 
affordability of the resulting service. Two national programs—the $500 million “Connect to 
Innovate” and $750 million through the CRTC—will make available $1.25 billion over the next 
five to six years to facilitate increased broadband access across Canada. These funds will need to 
be complemented by financial resources from provincial and local governments and from the 
private sector. 
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The contribution of provincial and local governments to the Atlantic Broadband Action Plan 
goes beyond financial resources to include other critically important facilitation within their 
jurisdictions. For example, the cost of broadband provision is due primarily to factors related to 
construction—digging trenches for cable; installing towers for wireless; obtaining rights-of-way. 
Provincial and local governments therefore need to take every opportunity to facilitate 
installation. For example: when roads are being improved, or water/sewer lines installed, use the 
opportunity to add fibre. 

2.   Creating Future Skills

In view of Atlantic Canada’s challenging demographic circumstances, the region cannot afford 
to be a laggard in facing tomorrow’s labour market challenges and opportunities. It needs to 
embrace innovative and inclusive approaches.

The 2017 federal Budget allocated $225 million over four years to establish “a new organization 
to support skills development and measurement in Canada.” The Advisory Council on Economic 
Growth had earlier proposed an organizational model—dubbed the “FutureSkills Lab”—that 
would largely fulfill those functions. As a non-governmental organization, although with 
government financial support, it would:

• Support innovative approaches to skills development, including co-financing pilot projects.

• Identify and suggest new sources of skills information.

• Define skills objectives and inform governments on skills programming, including 
dissemination of best practices.

The FutureSkills Lab would perform in essence an “R&D” function for Canada’s labour market 
stakeholders. This is much needed to better inform the enormous labour market expenditures by 
all levels of government—estimated to be approximately $17 billion annually, not including 
EI—and to support innovative approaches to the fundamental challenges of connecting jobs with 
workers, and developing in workers greater resiliency to adapt to a continually changing job 
market. 

Since the FutureSkills Lab would be a novel organization its modus operandi and governance 
will require organizational innovation and some experimentation. 

Recommendation 2:  Establish the “FutureSkills Lab” in Atlantic Canada on a pilot basis, 
governed by a joint federal-provincial-stakeholder board having a majority of members 
not from government.   

There are two main reasons to establish the FutureSkills Lab regionally—first, to get the concept 
up and running and tested quickly; second, and more important, to make the Lab responsive to 
the significant variation in labour market circumstances across Canada. While there is a role for a 
national structure it will need regional manifestations. Atlantic Canada is an ideal pilot candidate 
because the region represents in miniature the kind of environment in which the Lab would 
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operate at a national scale. It would also be easier in the region than nationally to secure the 
inter-jurisdictional collaboration to get the FutureSkills Lab up and running quickly. 

The Atlantic FutureSkills Lab would solicit and support innovative, forward-looking skills 
development projects in areas particularly relevant to the Atlantic Growth Strategy—for 
example: 

• re-skilling older workers and retaining younger workers; 

• increasing the workforce participation of disadvantaged and under-represented groups;

• improving retention of skilled immigrants; 

• up-skilling for more professionalized tourism;

• delivering on-line training through community colleges and universities. 

A particularly significant labour market need is to equip Atlantic Canadians for the “digitization” 
of virtually the entire economy. This is increasingly evident in the resource sectors and 
manufacturing as various forms of sophisticated automation fill the gap created by growing 
worker shortages. Precisely what kinds of digital skills will be needed for what jobs in Atlantic 
Canada? How can the skills be most effectively imparted at various life stages and taking into 
account factors such as culture, gender, and life experience? These are fundamental and very 
pragmatic questions that might be addressed by the FutureSkills Lab through projects undertaken 
in practical contexts and by identifying and disseminating relevant experience and best practices 
from around the world.

The length of the pilot phase and the funding level of the Atlantic FutureSkills Lab would be 
negotiated so as to be sufficient to demonstrate the value of the Lab and to identify the 
governance and other issues that would need to be addressed when expanding to national scale. 
In particular, it will be essential to ensure that the Lab complements, and does not duplicate, 
initiatives of the Forum of Labour Market Ministers, including the new Labour Market 
Information Council and the Forum’s Innovative and Best Practices Working Group. 

The Advisory Council on Economic Growth recommended that governance of a FutureSkills 
Lab be modelled on that of the Canadian Institute for Health Information. Adapting the CIHI 
model, an 11-member board of the Atlantic pilot might have one director nominated by the 
federal and each provincial government; four by stakeholder groups (one from each province) 
and two at-large directors, including the Chair. Federal funding support for the Atlantic 
FutureSkills Lab would be provided by an appropriate fraction of the $225 million committed in 
Budget 2017. 

3. Attracting Talented Immigrants

Atlantic Canada’s population is the most slow-growing and rapidly ageing in Canada. No region 
is in greater need of immigration to get the growth process moving. Lagging economic growth 
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and the absence of a critical mass of recent immigrants have nevertheless made it difficult for the 
region to attract and retain anything close to its per capita proportion of immigration to Canada. 
But recently, due principally to expanded use of the Provincial Nominee Program (PNP), the 
situation has begun to turn around. Between 2012 and 2016 immigration to Atlantic Canada 
increased 113% (from a low base) compared with 12% for Canada as a whole. The PNP affords 
a Province flexibility in identifying immigrants that can best fulfill local labour market needs and 
are most likely to integrate successfully. Being “closer to the ground” the Provinces are in the 
best position to make these calls. 

Recommendation 3.1: Increase annually over the next five years Atlantic Canada’s 
percentage share of the Provincial Nominee Program under the Canada Immigration Plan 
so long as the region is able to fulfill its allocation.

This recommendation would accommodate the very high priority Atlantic Provinces have placed 
on immigration as a central pillar of their economic strategies. Increases in the PNP share would 
of course be contingent on the individual Atlantic Provinces continuing to fill their existing and 
future allocations. To this end, the four Provinces will need to work closely with the federal 
government to help ensure the full utilization of allocations. 

The spirit of the recommendation can be met, while minimizing the impact on other provinces, 
by increasing, over time, the all-Canada PNP level as a proportion of national immigration. So 
even if the Atlantic share were to increase, the actual PNP levels available to other provinces 
would not have to decrease. Growth of the PNP allocation would also need to be accompanied 
by increasing the resources dedicated to applicant processing. 

To fill growing PNP allocations, Atlantic Canada needs a stronger economy, boosted by an 
infusion of experienced entrepreneurial talent. This is not because there are no great 
entrepreneurs in Atlantic Canada, but because there are not enough of them. 

Recommendation 3.2:  Establish a procedure to proactively identify and recruit to Atlantic 
Canada small numbers of exceptionally accomplished individuals with demonstrated 
entrepreneurial talent and the ability to scale-up businesses in areas that support the 
Atlantic Growth Strategy.

This recommendation is about proactivity, not reactivity. It could be most readily implemented 
as a carve-out under the Atlantic Immigration Pilot Program but with a different objective and 
focus than the “high- skilled” stream of the AIPP. Applicants for the high-skilled stream are 
identified by a designated employer to fill a specific job opening whereas the targets of 
Recommendation 3.2 would be individuals with exceptionally high potential to be job creators.
The existing Start-up Visa program should serve as the model for the more general initiative 
recommended above which would be more akin to a Scale-up Visa. The individuals proactively 
targeted in this “AGS talent quest” would be world-class entrepreneurs, innovators and 
researchers with expertise in strategic sectors in Atlantic Canada. To implement the 
recommendation as an Atlantic Canada pilot: 

10



11

• Create teams of private sector individuals familiar with the target fields and tasked to identify
and proactively recruit the potential immigrants—perhaps 25 to 50 a year.

• Create a fast-track immigration processing program for the recruits as well as a customized
incentive to “sweeten the pot”.

In 2014-15 there were more than 14,200 international students enrolled in universities and 
colleges (PSEs) in Atlantic Canada, representing 6.6% of the national total and an increase of 
27% since 2011-12. (Meanwhile, total PSE enrolment in the region declined by almost 5%.) 
With their Canadian PSE credentials, language proficiency, and social networking and work 
experience in Atlantic Canada, these students can integrate quickly into the labour market and 
society. Immigration policy has become more supportive of graduate retention through measures 
like the Post-Graduation Work Permit Program, but in view of the exceptional value contributed 
by international graduates, more should be done.1 Echoing a conclusion of The Advisory 
Council on Economic Growth: 

Recommendation 3.3:  Enhance the Express Entry program for foreign graduates from 
Atlantic post-secondary institutions to assign greater weight to their personal suitability—
age, skills, and prior work experience—than to possession of an immediate job offer; and 
increase efforts to inform international students of possible pathways to permanent 
residence after graduation.

4. Financing Innovative Startups

Building the “ecosystem” of institutions, financing, and experience to nurture innovative 
companies from concept to maturity is a long-term endeavour. Atlantic Canada is still in the 
early phases despite having over-performed in the creation of technology-based startups—e.g., 
there has been on the order of $2 billion received from the sale of venture-backed companies 
based in the region over the past six years. The thriving startup community makes only a very 
small contribution to jobs and income today. But like the acorns that eventually grow into oaks, 
they are the green shoots of the future economy. 

A strong preponderance of funding in Atlantic Canada, much of it from government sources, is 
at the earliest stages (“pre-seed” and “seed”) where, relative to international benchmarks, there is 
no shortage of capital on average. The challenge is the immaturity of the regional ecosystem. 
There is a dearth of “angel” capital—i.e. early-stage investment by private sector individuals 
who have worked extensively with startups in specific areas of technology. Gilles Durufle, a 
leading authority on venture financing, observes: “The Atlantic provinces are all confronted by 
the same challenge of limited resources and distance from the main technology clusters. Outside 
investors that are much needed do not make much of a distinction between Nova Scotia and New 

1 For example; the Province of Nova Scotia has launched an innovative pilot program—Study and Stay—through 
which selected students from China, India and the Philippines receive customized supports and mentoring 
throughout their studies in any of the province’s PSE institutions and after graduation to help them launch their 
careers in Nova Scotia.
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Brunswick […] When facing the development of their tech ecosystem, governments should 
adopt as much as possible a regional approach.”                                                                                     

Each of the Atlantic Provinces has its own version of an investment tax credit for investments in 
smaller companies and not restricted to those that would usually be described as innovative. A 
common regional approach, focused on investments in innovative small companies, would be 
more effective in stimulating development both of high-growth businesses and of knowledgeable 
angel investors.

Recommendation 4.1:  Harmonize across Atlantic Canada the existing provincial 
investment tax credits, and make them refundable; available to an investor wherever 
located; and focused on small businesses that are innovation-based. Include as eligible 
investments: common and preferred shares, convertible debentures and units; and as 
eligible investors: individuals, corporations, trusts and limited partnerships.

The terms of the Provincial credits should be made as similar as possible so as to present a 
unified picture of the region to non-resident investors and to avoid inter-jurisdictional zero-sum 
competition regarding terms of the investment incentive. Eligible investee companies must be 
qualified as “innovative” according to criteria related for example to R&D spending,
employment of highly-qualified people, export intensity, certain targeted sectors. 

Many jurisdictions in North America offer tax credits for angel investment, and some are 
refundable—i.e. paid even where there is less tax owing than the amount of the credit, and thus a 
form of grant. Since the objective is to attract both risk capital and experienced investors, the 
credit should be made as widely available as possible, ideally across North America. 

The next gap to be filled as the Atlantic startup ecosystem matures is to build more companies 
that can attract “Series A” financing (approximately $3-$10 million). This is not only a funding 
gap but also an expertise/experience gap. 

Recommendation 4.2:  Invest public funds in private-sector-managed regional funds 
making pre-seed as well as seed and early-stage venture capital investments. The provincial 
governments should invest, approximately on a pro-rata basis, together with federal 
government matching, BDC, and the private sector.

The announced $25 million “Nova Scotia Technology Seed Fund” could be extended to a 
regional project supported by federal agencies, thus making the new fund both stronger and 
beneficial to the entire region. Atlantic Canada has a regional fund, Build Ventures, which is 
fully invested and in the process of raising another fund. Recommendation 4.2 will help get 
startups from pre-seed to Series A funding and the region’s ecosystem positioned for the next 
step of its evolution.

12



13

The best strategy for that next scale-up step is to attract experienced outside investors that will 
take the lead in later stage VC rounds.2 The need is to broaden awareness of the local talent by 
bringing to Atlantic Canada VC firms headquartered outside the region and by encouraging 
early-stage companies to get on a plane and put themselves face-to-face with potential investors. 
In short, the Atlantic startup ecosystem has to become much more connected to the world.

5. Accelerating Export Growth

Faced with a slow-growing domestic market, Atlantic Canada’s prosperity will be driven by 
businesses that are able to compete and grow globally. Based on the metric of export 
performance, there is plenty of work to do:

• The region’s merchandise exports declined 18% between 2012 and 2016, from $31.1 to 
$25.5 billion, reflecting a 44% drop in the export of “mineral fuels” (primarily from NL and 
NB) in the face of global price declines. 

• Atlantic Canada’s merchandise exports, other than mineral fuels, have grown slowly, from 
$12.6 billion in 2012 to $14.3 billion in 2016, but still declined as a percentage of the 
national total from 4.1% to 3.7%, well below the region’s share of population and GDP. 
Between 2012 and 2016, goods exports other than fuel declined 20% in NL; increased by 
almost 50% in PEI, by 40% in NS, and 14% in NB. 

• Approximately 2.7% of Atlantic Canadian companies—about 2,200 out of more than 
81,000—exported in 2016 as compared with 3.9% of companies nationally. The percentage 
of the region’s firms that exported actually declined from 3.0% in 2011 to 2.7% in 2016 with 
the drop concentrated in NL and NB, more than offsetting increases in NS and especially in 
PEI.

As a group, Atlantic Canada’s businesses, particularly SMEs, need to raise their export game 
significantly. There are two principal challenges to overcome. The first relates to knowledge and 
awareness. Pressed for time, SMEs often do not know very precisely their current competitive 
position, or where they need to invest in order to succeed globally. 

The second and more fundamental challenge is that many smaller businesses believe that the 
potential reward for the time and expense to enter an unfamiliar market; or to make a significant 
investment in a leading-edge piece of equipment; or in product development, is simply not worth 
the risk. This attitude may be quite rational given expectations regarding the trade-off between 
risk and reward in a chronically lagging economy. That is why a government program to 
improve the export performance of Atlantic Canadian SMEs must be focused on reducing the 
perceived risk of an ambitious export strategy while increasing awareness of the reward and of 
how to achieve it. The effectiveness of such a program in changing behaviour will be greatly 

2 Budget 2017 announced an investment of $400 million in the new Venture Capital Catalyst Initiative (VCCI) to 
encourage increased later stage VC investment in Canada by the private sector. As the Atlantic startup ecosystem 
matures, companies in the region will become more able to attract such later stage VC investment.
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amplified if accompanied by a strong signal from the market. Fortunately this appears to be 
happening in manufacturing and resource sectors in Atlantic Canada. Officials in ACOA are 
seeing greater preparedness to invest in advanced equipment, at least in part to cope with a 
tightening labour supply. This trend augers well for productivity growth and greater export 
competitiveness and will increase business receptivity for government programs to encourage 
investment in advanced technologies.

To address these fundamental issues, the federal and Atlantic provincial governments have
committed to an “Atlantic Trade and Investment Growth Strategy” with an investment of $20 
million over the next five years. 

Recommendation 5:  Establish, under the Atlantic Trade and Investment Growth Strategy, 
a pan-Atlantic “SME Export Accelerator” program. 

The objective would be to increase the export ambition and capabilities of selected SMEs 
through an intensive program of export strategy development and coaching led by world-class 
experts. Overall responsibility for the program would rest with ACOA, whereas the content 
would be organized and run by a top-tier global consulting firm and would include mentoring by 
entrepreneurs and senior executives that have significant hands-on export business experience in 
order to ensure actionable, nuts-and-bolts advice. The distinguishing feature will be the quality 
and reputation of the “faculty”. 

The SME participants would be selected based on assessment of likelihood to benefit—the 
commitment of the CEO and metrics demonstrating growth, investment and willingness to 
pursue broader export opportunities. The program would complement and collaborate closely 
with the federal “Accelerated Growth Services” initiative. 

The “cohort” feature of the program—in which a group of companies participate together—
would be an essential ingredient. The companies in a particular cohort (say, 10-15) would share 
experience and insights that would complement the mentored aspect and result in an on-going 
network of relationships among program graduates as well as with mentors.

Most importantly, the program would generate, via a demonstration effect, a new success 
dynamic among Atlantic SMEs as more and more graduates of the program achieve their export 
goals. It is essential at the beginning to select strong candidate businesses to get the program 
successfully launched, rather than try to prop up weak performers. Because the program is 
targeted on strength and delivered by world-class experts, it will confer prestige and create a 
strong incentive to be selected. Eventually a “cultural” tipping point would be reached where 
everyone wants to get with the program. 

The effectiveness of the SME Export Accelerator could be amplified if SMEs were also 
encouraged to hire individuals with the skills and motivation to pursue export expansion 
vigorously—for example, highly-qualified recent graduates trained at the leading edge of a 
relevant field, equipped with a global outlook, young enough to see a bright future, and lacking 
the experience to know that “it can’t be done”. People with this kind of talent and outlook 
represent an effective way to spread an export culture throughout Atlantic SMEs. 
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To this end, the Export Accelerator program should be complemented with an “Export Talent 
Attraction” incentive that would provide time-limited wage subsidies to selected SMEs that hire 
recent highly-qualified graduates (including international grads) of Atlantic Canada’s post-
secondary institutions. Support should encourage employment for an extended period—e.g., at 
least three years—in order to be effective in changing the behavior of the host business. The 
incentive would have to be quite large initially to meet the salary expectations of highly-qualified 
talent, and front-loaded to increase the incentive to hire—e.g., as much as 50% of first year 
salary, declining to perhaps 10% in the third and final year of support. Eligible SMEs would be 
selected based on the strength of their potential to become exporters or to significantly improve 
existing export performance. 

6. Reconciling Regulation Across Atlantic Canada

There is a large body of existing regulation that differs among the four Atlantic Provinces in 
ways that impede commerce or efficient service to the public but are not essential to the 
regulatory objective(s). They are distinctions without a difference. They create barriers that 
fragment a market that is already small, worsen diseconomies of scale and discourage business 
investment. 

The four provincial governments have recognized what is at stake, having established in 2015 a 
Joint Office of Regulatory Affairs and Service Effectiveness to oversee collaboration to increase 
regulatory efficiency. The work is rarely on the public radar screen, except when controversy 
erupts, and it can conflict with a variety of vested interests in each jurisdiction. That is why a 
commitment to regulatory reconciliation in Atlantic Canada must be clearly communicated from 
the top and followed-up in each Province with the assignment of modest full-time resources and 
the sustained senior priority needed to complement the work of the Joint Office.

Inter-jurisdictional regulatory reconciliation, even when the differences are very small, has 
proven to be painfully slow—like chipping away at an iceberg with a teaspoon. The key 
roadblock is that when “sovereign” jurisdictions (the four Atlantic Provinces) attempt to 
reconcile, there is no supervening authority to break stalemates and force timely conclusions. So 
even though substantive differences may be slight, why should jurisdiction A’s version of a 
particular regulation be favoured over jurisdiction B’s? 

Recommendation 6: Implement a process to reconcile, in a much more timely way, existing 
regulations that unreasonably impede trade, investment and worker mobility within 
Atlantic Canada. 

The following procedure could be employed to reach a timely conclusion in the case of 
regulatory harmonization.

a) Agree first on a set of regulation topics to be harmonized—e.g., all those dealing directly or 
indirectly with interprovincial transportation. It is important at this initial step to be guided 
by the advice of stakeholders as to the regulations that should receive the highest priority for 
harmonization. 
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b) For any specific sub-topic there will typically be four versions of the regulation, one for each 
province—call them a “quad.” For any particular quad, select at random one of the four 
Provinces whose version of the regulation is then designated as the default version. (As the 
process continues from one quad to the next, a new Province is selected each time to have the 
default version ensuring that no Province is favoured.)

c) When a particular quad and default version have been selected there is discussion among 
expert representatives of the four Provinces as to improvements that might be made in the 
default version. A time limit would have been set beforehand for this stage of the process. If 
consensus is reached within the time limit, the (revised) default version becomes the 
harmonized regulation. If full agreement cannot be reached within the allotted time, the 
original default automatically becomes the harmonized regulation, although revised if 
possible with those specific changes for which there is unanimous agreement. 

The key innovation in this procedure is that it forces closure. The current default holder will only 
have that position a quarter of the time so non-cooperative behaviour will be disciplined by peer 
pressure creating a potent incentive for all-party collaboration. Because the procedure would be 
applied in cases where distinct versions of a regulation constitute “distinctions without a 
difference”, no Province should feel aggrieved. On the contrary, the process itself would 
engender a spirit of compromise and, through informed negotiation, would result in improved
regulation. The procedure could only be applied if there were agreement at the outset by the 
provincial governments to be bound by its results. To that end, it might be trialed first on a group 
of regulations that were relatively uncontroversial or for which there was strong stakeholder 
pressure for harmonization.

There may be concern that implementation of Recommendation 6 could conflict with the 
national process of regulatory reconciliation just established as part of the Canadian Free Trade 
Agreement (CFTA). This valid concern is mitigated by the fact that any regulatory 
harmonization achieved by the Atlantic Provinces would set an example and would also reduce 
the number of jurisdictions to be harmonized nationally. To further reduce the risk of overlap, 
the Atlantic pilot procedure could first address regulations that were unlikely to be taken up in 
the early phases of the national regulatory reconciliation process. And if the procedure outlined 
in Recommendation 6 produces agreements among the four Atlantic Provinces, it would 
demonstrate an efficient path to regulatory reconciliation nationally.

7. Supporting Innovative Community Development

Asset-based community development (“ABCD”) is a novel and effective approach that focuses 
on the capacities and assets of communities rather than on their needs and deficiencies. It 
provides a way to harness the creativity, entrepreneurship, and local knowledge of Atlantic 
Canadians to complement the initiatives of governments to implement the Atlantic Growth 
Strategy. 
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An ABCD-like process sometimes takes hold spontaneously in a community as the result of an 
initiative by a committed individual or group, but this can be hit or miss. Might there be a way to 
plant the ABCD seed more systematically? One way to inspire innovative approaches has been 
to create “prizes” (like the XPRIZE) for the best solutions to an identified challenge. Similarly, a 
government-funded “Community Challenge” could stimulate collaborative innovation that, once 
experienced, would make communities much more aware of what can be accomplished by 
identifying and mobilizing their own assets and talents.

Recommendation 7:  Create a “Community Challenge Fund” that would invite Atlantic 
Canadians to develop proposals to build on local assets to be employed in innovative 
community development projects.

a) Individuals and groups would be invited to collaborate to bring forward proposals for 
leveraging local assets for inclusive community development. For example, a community 
might develop a way to welcome immigrants of widely varying backgrounds; implement the 
approach; and then prepare a “toolkit” for other communities to enable the approach to be 
replicated widely.

b) Proposals to the Challenge Fund would be adjudicated by panel(s) of individuals of broadly 
recognized integrity and experience regarding social innovation in the context of community 
development. 

c) Selected proposals would receive support from the Challenge Fund, drawing on ACOA’s 
Innovative Communities Fund together with a contribution from the Province(s) in which the 
project is to be located. 

d) To initiate the process, a joint ACOA-Provincial steering group should consult broadly with 
community stakeholders as to the scope of eligible proposals, selection criteria, eligible 
participants, and other characteristics of the process.

Initially, the most compelling proposals would likely come from communities that already 
possess considerable social capital—e.g., a high level of volunteerism and many active 
community improvement groups. That is to be welcomed since the Challenge Fund will need 
excellent proposals at the outset to demonstrate value and set a standard. The philosophy is that 
success breeds success, and as examples accumulate others will realize that they can do it too.

8. Growing Experiential Tourism

As one of the world’s fastest growing industries, tourism is a major growth opportunity for 
Atlantic Canada given the region’s many advantages as a destination—physical beauty, history, 
remarkable variety within a reasonably accessible geographical area, and an old-fashioned 
charm. The tastes of the prime tourism market are increasingly oriented toward experiences, 
ideally delivered by those whose cultures are believed to embody respect for, and authentic 
knowledge of Nature. Atlantic Canada needs to build more ambitiously on the exceptional 
cultural richness of the region—particularly of Indigenous peoples; those of Acadian ancestry; 
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and other groups who have retained distinct cultural identities and a strong sense of place. The 
opportunity for Indigenous experiential tourism is exceptionally timely since it is closely aligned 
with the preferences of a growing number of global travellers. 

Recommendation 8.1: Increase support for experiential tourism in Atlantic Canada, 
including a new multi-year initiative to develop Indigenous experiential tourism based on 
authentic cultural practices and skills. 

Although the requirements below are described in the specific case of Indigenous experiential 
tourism, most would have counterparts in a strategy to develop the experiential tourism 
capacities of other cultural groups in Atlantic Canada. Beyond the economic opportunity 
provided, experiential tourism is an important way to preserve and re-vivify Indigenous and 
other traditional Atlantic Canadian cultures in a modern context.

a) An Indigenous experiential tourism strategy would feature cultural, skill-building, and 
investment components to underpin a diverse set of unique tourism experiences. The 
proposed plan must be distinguished from Indigenous tourism activities involving ownership 
or operation of conventional tourism facilities—those would be only tangentially related to 
the concept recommended here.

b) The strategy must ensure delivery of high-quality, authentic experiences. This will require 
intensive re-skilling since many of the traditional activities are no longer widely practised. 
But there remains a core group in Indigenous communities to form the nucleus of teachers 
who will teach the teachers. 

c) Aspects of the core training would be undertaken by Indigenous communities and elders, 
while other elements could be provided through Community Colleges or other specialized 
facilities.

d) Government funding would be needed on a long-term, predictable basis to develop 
Indigenous experiential tourism “products” that meet high global standards as well as the 
marketing skills and resources to make them known to the world.

Indigenous experiential tourism would be a far-reaching initiative providing lifelong careers, 
conferring prestige and economic success. It may take more than a decade to build a critical mass 
of the required capacities and infrastructure. That is the challenge. But the opportunity is to 
attract far more visitors to Atlantic Canada for whom a culturally and environmentally authentic 
experience is worth almost any price. Traditional knowledge and culture, in an authentic lived 
setting, is a movement whose time has come.

Increased support for experiential tourism in Atlantic Canada would be undertaken in the context 
of the federal government’s New Tourism Vision and, in the specific case of Indigenous 
experiential tourism, in close collaboration with the Indigenous Tourism Association of Canada. 
Collaboration with Parks Canada will also be essential for both Indigenous and other varieties of 
experiential tourism since national parks are well-endowed with experiential opportunities and 
parks like Kejimkujik in Nova Scotia and Torngat Mountains at the northern tip of Labrador are 
profoundly rich in Indigenous tradition.
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Regarding tourism expansion generally in Atlantic Canada—a  denser air network is much 
needed to afford more convenient intra-regional access, complemented by more routes 
connecting Atlantic Canada with China and other high-potential markets. Consider that Iceland, 
with barely 340,000 population, has built a global air network complemented by a primarily 
internal carrier, Iceland Air Connect.

There is a “chicken or egg” dilemma because new routes are not viable without tourist and other 
traffic, but the traffic will not materialize until the air route is provided. Because the operating 
economics of short-range aircraft are improving steadily and the willingness of affluent tourists 
to pay for high-quality experiences is increasing, the time may be at hand when certain intra-
Atlantic routes could be facilitated at reasonable cost relative to the developmental potential. 

Recommendation 8.2:  Identify an initial set of high-potential but under-served air routes to 
and within Atlantic Canada, and provide subsidies or other incentives sufficient to attract 
operators for at least a five-year trial period. 

9. Building on Strong Sectoral Clusters

Clusters of related economic activity—entertainment in Hollywood, infotech in Silicon Valley, 
aerospace in Montreal, among countless examples—constitute the structural foundation of the 
world’s most dynamic regional economies. The Atlantic Growth Strategy needs to further 
develop the “cluster” dynamics of this region’s leading sectors: i.e. areas of significant and 
successful economic activity that are well-adapted to Atlantic Canadian conditions and already 
equipped with a base of know-how and investment on which to build. 

Policy-makers in the OECD countries have been reluctant to implement explicitly sector-based 
policies believing that market forces are far better than governments at identifying and 
supporting the best opportunities. In many respects that is certainly true, but it is now being (re)-
recognized that there is a role for well-designed public policy to enhance the competitiveness of 
sectors that are already well-grounded in a region. Government does not have to pick winners; it 
just has to complement what the market has already created but where there are opportunities to 
do even better. In the words of the Advisory Council on Economic Growth: “Achieving global 
scale and competitiveness requires ‘clearing the path’ to growth in our most promising sectors.” 

There has not been any official designation of the principal strategic sectoral clusters in Atlantic 
Canada. Significant regional growth sectors would certainly include Tourism and Culture 
(addressed in Chapter 8); Health and Life Sciences (Chapter 10); and Information and 
Communications Technologies, both in respect of the startup community (Chapter 4) and ICT as 
an established industry serving businesses and the broader society with implications for all 
aspects of the Atlantic Growth Strategy. In this regard, the technologies and methods that 
constitute what is called “Industry 4.0” must become an integral part of Atlantic Canada’s 
economy, serving as the principal source of productivity growth and industrial competitiveness, 
and thus of key importance for all sectoral clusters. 
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Based on submissions to the federal supercluster competition it might be inferred that among the 
most strategically important sectoral clusters in Atlantic Canada would be the following three:

• An Oceans cluster representing a world-scale agglomeration of talent and investment 
anchored in St. John’s and Halifax, but with activity throughout the region and strong 
linkages internationally. 

• An Agfood and Bio-resources cluster, centered in PEI, but with activities throughout 
Atlantic Canada. Beyond a solid base of established products are opportunities (a) to further 
develop aquaculture and specialty crops including orchards, vineyards, game and other 
locally-distinguished foodstuffs to supply “locavore” tourism and to meet growing global 
demand for high quality exports; and (b) to intensively employ advanced manufacturing, 
materials handling, and big data technologies to improve productivity, quality, and 
marketing. 

• A Clean Technologies cluster concentrated on leading-edge clean electricity technology 
including “smart grid” R&D and deployment centered in New Brunswick; as well as 
complementary development of clean renewables, particularly Fundy tidal, wind, energy 
storage, and associated transmission infrastructure. This activity is part of a growing 
agglomeration in Atlantic Canada of highly innovative cleantech companies working to 
reduce atmospheric CO2 emissions; mitigate pollution of air, water and soil; and to use 
energy more efficiently.

While at most the “Oceans” proposal might be selected in the supercluster competition, the 
collaborative experience of developing proposals for that competition has already demonstrated 
the value of an on-going version of cluster support at more limited scale. 

Recommendation 9: Create “Innovation Marketplaces” in Atlantic Canada to support 
collaboration among large and small businesses, research performers, and governments in 
sector clusters, including Oceans, Agfood and Bio-resources, Clean Technologies, and 
potentially others. 

The innovation marketplace concept, which has been advocated by the Advisory Council on 
Economic Growth, gives organizational form to collaborative innovation activities such as: joint 
precompetitive R&D, prototype development and testing, procurement to encourage market-
readiness of innovative products, specialized skills attraction and training, market expansion, and 
sector strategy formulation. While the term “innovation marketplace” may be unfamiliar, the 
basic concept has several analogous antecedents in Canada including CRIAQ in the aerospace 
sector; FPInnovations in forest products; and SGIN in the smart grid space in Atlantic Canada. 

In 2014, Norway launched a “Norwegian Innovation Clusters” program that is already 
supporting 36 clusters in three stages of development—Arena (for the most immature stage); 
Norwegian Centres of Expertise (for the next stage of evolution); and Global Centres of 
Expertise (for the most mature). Taking a cue from the Norwegian program, governments and 
business might adopt an analogous tiered approach to cluster/sectoral support. Beyond the small 
number of selected superclusters—analogous  to Norway’s three “Global Centres of 
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Expertise”—there will be several other excellent submissions to the supercluster competition that 
are now primed to collaborate to improve sectoral performance. Oceans, agfood, and clean 
electricity are each well-placed to serve as a pilot trial of the innovation marketplace concept. 
How would it work?

For starters, an innovation marketplace must be led by key private sector players in the particular 
sectoral cluster to ensure market relevance and the deep commitment of business. The private 
sector initiators would assemble groups of like-minded companies and research and educational 
institutions, all interested in investing in, for example, a technology platform, or collaborating to 
solve a shared problem, or in strengthening sector capacity overall. Larger corporations would 
play a key role in the development of the sector/cluster ecosystem by serving as a test bed and 
first customer, and by challenging younger companies to meet global standards of price and 
quality in order to earn access to the established corporation’s supply networks. At the same 
time, the large corporation would benefit from a window on technological trends and access to 
talent and to a culture of innovation. Government could provide convening, informational, and 
operational support—e.g., by co-funding with business sponsors the marketplace’s 
administrative overhead cost as well as projects that benefit multiple industry players. 

10. Leading in Digital Health Innovation

The digital revolution has so far had relatively limited impact on innovative products and 
practices in the health field. Now that is changing rapidly as the Electronic Health Record 
becomes ubiquitous and the range of services that can be delivered remotely grows both in 
functionality and cost-effectiveness. A “digital health”3 revolution is inevitable. The question is 
who will be in the vanguard and thus in the best position not only to reap benefits earlier, but 
also to host an out-sized share of the new industry that the digital health revolution is already 
creating. Atlantic Canada can benefit disproportionately by being among the leaders. Here’s 
why:

• The region’s population is the oldest in Canada, creating a heavy burden of chronic 
conditions which can be managed more effectively via digital health methods. 

• The region is the most rural in Canada and therefore greatly in need of means to deliver 
quality health services cost-effectively where full-service hospitals are not available.

• The availability of quality healthcare is essential if younger people are to be attracted and 
retained in Atlantic Canada’s rural and smaller communities. 

• Healthcare is a particularly heavy fiscal burden in Atlantic Canada in view of the region’s 
ageing and dispersed population and slow-growing tax-base. Provincial governments would 

3 The term “digital health” is broadly inclusive and encompasses the application of information and communications 
technologies to all aspects of health including, for example: diagnosis and care provision at a distance (telehealth); 
personal health monitoring/management via digital applications; electronic health information, health data analytics 
and applications employing artificial intelligence; analysis of genomic and other sources of “big data” in a health 
context.  
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benefit disproportionately as digital health innovation reduces healthcare cost relative to 
quality and accessibility.

• By being among the leaders in the implementation of digital health services, and custodian of 
the data that such services generate, the Atlantic region can position itself to attract the talent 
and investment to also be leaders in niche segments of the global digital health industry. 

Although the health sector is usually thought of as a source of consumption of publicly funded 
services, digital health can also be a growth generator for three principal reasons—(i) the 
development and sale of digital health products and services will be a leading global industry of 
the future; (ii) digital health services will be essential enablers of rural population retention and 
thus of rural/small community economic development; and (iii) the cost-efficiencies eventually 
derived from digital healthcare will ease the growing pressure on public finances and thus 
increase the resources available for growth-promoting public and private investment. Healthcare 
is the biggest sector in the advanced economies. It cannot be ignored in an Atlantic Growth 
Strategy for the long term.

With a population of 2.4 million Atlantic Canada is close to ideal as a “living laboratory” for 
digital health innovation—i.e. large enough to provide needed diversity, yet not so large as to be
stymied by inertia. But because each province is sub-scale, a collaborative approach is needed. 
The challenge is that the four Provinces are at different stages of readiness and have varying 
conceptions of the best way forward. This can be overcome by ensuring flexibility to build on 
the strengths of each Province—for example, an individual jurisdiction might take the lead 
regionally in areas in which it is already most advanced.

If Atlantic Canada is to be among the leaders in the digital health revolution there must be a 
commitment to transformation, not simply to “modernization.” Modernization happens gradually 
in the normal course as digital methods diffuse intermittently into health practice, but this would 
not bring the exceptional economic and health system benefits that will come to jurisdictions that 
embrace digital health in transformational terms. 

It is emphasized that the strategy being advocated has two principal objectives. One is to be a 
leader in the use of digital health technology integrated with practice to deliver better, more cost-
efficient care to Atlantic Canadians. The second, parallel, objective is to be among the leaders in 
aspects of the global digital health industry. The two objectives are compatible, indeed mutually 
supportive, but they speak to often different stakeholders having different priorities. As an 
Atlantic digital health strategy is developed, it is essential that the parallel objectives be well 
articulated and constantly borne in mind.

Jurisdictional silos and the daily press of operational priorities will stymie collaborative 
innovation at a strategic scale unless there is some institutional machinery with a strong mandate 
and resources to implement a multi-province digital health strategy. Therefore:
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Recommendation 10:  Create an “Atlantic Digital Health Innovation Foundation” to drive a 
collaborative strategy and to manage a “Digital Health Innovation Fund” that will support 
digital health pilot projects and finance small-scale procurements from Atlantic-based 
technology and service innovators in digital health.

Why is a Digital Health Innovation Fund needed? It is because the day-to-day delivery of care 
must continue unimpeded by the parallel need to test innovations at pilot scale under realistic 
conditions. Such “experiments” will be at a disadvantage in the competition for attention and 
funding from health ministries that are always facing more urgent priorities and stretched 
budgets. Separate ring-fenced funding for early-stage digital health initiatives is essential. An 
investment equivalent to roughly 0.5 to 1 percent of the collective health budget of the Atlantic 
Provinces (or about $50-100 million annually) would support the “R&D” requirements of a 
digital health strategy and demonstrate commitment. The Atlantic Digital Health Innovation 
Fund would need federal and Provincial contributions and would be substantially augmented by 
private investment in, and by, digital health solutions providers.

The Atlantic Digital Health Innovation Foundation (ADHIF) would be the institutional 
embodiment of the collaborative digital health strategy, responsible for sustaining momentum. 
The mandate, governance and composition of ADHIF would be negotiated among the four 
provincial governments and might have characteristics such as the following:

a) Responsible for allocating the Atlantic Digital Health Innovation Fund subject to a funding 
agreement with governments. Decisions regarding use of the Fund would be an essential part 
of the Foundation’s mandate and would enable it to attract a first-rate, action-oriented board 
and staff. The proposed Foundation structure also ensures that financial resources provided to 
the Innovation Fund would be used only for the intended purposes—pilot projects and small-
scale procurements directly related to the digital health innovation strategy.

b) Mandated to provide advice to the four Provinces regarding specific elements of the digital 
health strategy—for example, regarding various harmonization initiatives (see below). The 
Foundation would serve as a formally neutral advisor thus facilitating pan-jurisdictional 
consensus.

c) Structured as a mixed public-private organization, with a non-government majority of board 
members; possibly having an appointment structure similar to the Canada Foundation for 
Innovation. The board must include a strong private sector perspective in view of the twin 
objectives of Atlantic Canada to be among the leaders both in the quality of digital health 
care and in the digital health industry.  

d) Equipped with staff research capacity to remain current with developments in digital health 
technology and practice.

e) Supported by a permanent secretariat, the funding for which might be provided by the federal 
government. 
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Item (b) of the Foundation’s mandate suggested above refers to a role in which it would serve as 
a neutral expert advisor to the Provinces regarding specific aspects of the digital health strategy. 
As examples, consider two issues that are currently on the “front burner.”

Compatible Infrastructure for Electronic Health Records (EHRs): There should be a pan-
Atlantic “open architecture” infrastructure for health data sharing, including interoperability 
standards for EHRs. This is an urgent issue since new provincial EHR procurements (to 
implement “one patient one record”) are imminent and delay is not an option. If the proposed 
Foundation were in place it could objectively review the state of the various provincial EHR 
initiatives and recommend harmonization around the “best” option for the region as a whole. 
Provinces would obviously not be under any obligation to accept such advice but if the 
Foundation became respected as an informed, neutral party, its views would carry weight.  

Digital health data sharing and privacy: Because the promise of digital health is all about data, 
the ability to aggregate patient and cost data across the four provinces to achieve scale is 
essential for digital health leadership. To this end, there should be harmonization, or some other 
form of reconciliation, of regulations in the Atlantic Provinces regarding digital health data 
sharing and privacy. The data should be amalgamated into an anonymized “Atlantic Health Data 
Base” which would be available without charge to researchers (as Alberta is doing), clinicians, 
and approved applications developers through open architecture to develop digital health 
solutions. Note too that the ability to link data on patient outcomes with cost of care will enable 
more accurate “value-based reimbursement” by the public insurer.

There may be concern that the Foundation would simply be another layer of bureaucracy; just 
the opposite of the nimbleness needed to operate in the fast-paced, entrepreneurial digital 
environment. This is a legitimate worry which underlines the importance of (i) appointing to the 
board and executive leadership individuals who are passionate about digital health 
transformation, (ii) providing the Foundation with substantially independent authority over the 
use of the Digital Health Innovation Fund; and (iii) adopting the best contemporary practices 
regarding priority setting and project management—e.g., “agile project management”4—so as to 
maintain an innovator’s culture.

Speed is now of the essence since big players like Google and Apple, intent on shaping the future 
of digital health, are looking globally for the right jurisdictions in which to base their innovative 
initiatives. 

4 “Agile” is a flexible approach to project management based on rapid cycles of development, feedback, and path 
adjustment as necessary. Agile Project Management is suited to situations where the end-product is uncertain; or 
where the environment is changing rapidly; or for highly complex situations where managers are "feeling their way 
forward". These are all characteristics of the environment in which the Atlantic Digital Health Innovation 
Foundation and Fund would operate.
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Conclusion: Advice on Implementation

The Advisory Group’s recommendations form a coherent whole that is mutually reinforcing. 
They address opportunities where pan-Atlantic collaboration can achieve far more than 
individual governments acting separately. The recommendations build on good work already 
underway but they break a lot of new ground. Above all, they are specific and actionable. If 
implemented, the recommendations will have real impact. 

Implementation is the stage at which many advisory projects fall far short of what was intended. 
To avoid the proverbial dusty shelf, the recommendations that the Leadership Committee decides 
to accept will need a focal point of accountability to drive implementation. This is challenging 
because the Atlantic Growth Strategy not only cuts across five governments but also across many 
areas of departmental responsibility within each government. The Leadership Committee can 
provide collaborative direction at the highest level but premiers and federal ministers need “arms 
and legs” to implement that direction. The primary federal operational accountability would 
naturally reside with ACOA and that of the Provinces with the Council of Atlantic Premiers and 
its secretariat. Each of ACOA and CAP should appoint a senior policy official with clear 
accountability for timely implementation. ACOA, having the most pan-Atlantic resources “on 
the ground,” will need to be counted on to provide the majority of day-to-day operational 
leadership and should be assigned the requisite authority and accountability for the job.

Because many of the Advisory Group’s recommendations will unfold over several years, there is 
a need for periodic reporting on progress, ideally bi-annually. The public reporting function 
might be through a small group of well-qualified private citizens appointed by the Leadership 
Committee.
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APPENDIX              ATLANTIC GROWTH ADVISORY GROUP

Henry E. Demone
Chair

Henry Demone is a native Nova Scotian, who grew up in Lunenburg and
graduated from Acadia University in 1976. He is Chairman and CEO of High
Liner Foods and serves on the boards of Emera and Saputo. He is
Chairman of Eosense, a successful Nova Scotian technology company,
focused on the measurement of environmental gas flux. He serves on the
Board of Governors of Acadia University and was an active member of the
One Nova Scotia Commission. He has held leadership positions in many
volunteer organizations over the course of his career, including Young 
Presidents' Organization, the National Fisheries Institute in Washington DC,
the Groundfish Forum, and Fisheries Council of Canada.

Zita Cobb
Member

Zita Cobb is co-founder and CEO of the Shorefast Foundation and founder 
and innkeeper of the Fogo Island Inn. Prior to taking on this role, she was
the Chief Financial Officer of JDS Fitel, and Senior Vice President of
strategy for fiber optics manufacturer JDS Uniphase, where she contributed 
to building the company into one of the most successful high-tech
innovators in history. Zita retired from her business career in 2001 and
returned home to Fogo Island and co-founded the Shorefast Foundation, a
registered charity of Canada with an integrated approach that employs
business-minded means to achieve social ends. In 2016, Zita was awarded
the Order of Canada in acknowledgement of the work of Shorefast
Foundation in collaboration with the community of Fogo Island to help
secure a more resilient future for this singular rural place.

Glenn Cooke
Member

Glenn Cooke is CEO and co-founder of Cooke Aquaculture Inc., an Atlantic
Canadian family owned company and North America's largest independent
salmon farming company. He is also the President of Cooke Seafood USA
Inc. and his family now owns seafood companies in the USA and South 
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America. He was born and raised in Blacks Harbour, New Brunswick.
Glenn's vision, entrepreneurship and business savvy have been recognized
by the business community in Canada and overseas. In 2007 he was
named Entrepreneur of the Year for Atlantic Canada and has been named
as one of Atlantic Canada's top 50 CEOs for several consecutive years. On
May 20, 2011 Glenn received an Honorary Doctor of Science Degree from
the University of New Brunswick in Saint John.

Esther J. Dockendorff
Member

Esther Dockendorff is President and CEO of P.E.I. Mussel King Inc.,
the most established mussel aquaculture company in the Canadian
industry. The Dockendorff Family's group of companies comprise one of
North America's largest mussel farming operations, and the most modern
processing facility in the industry. With over 30 years of experience in the
seafood industry, Esther has extensive experience in both the growing and
processing aspect of cultivated mussels. She was a member of the Board
of Directors of the Fisheries Council of Canada from 2004-2011. She was
President of the Seafood Processors' Association of Prince Edward Island 
from 2004-2008 and continues to be an active member. Esther is involved
in numerous community organizations. She is past President of the Morell
Consumers Co-operative and past Vice President of the North Shore
Funeral Home.

Pernille Fischer Boulter
Member

Ms. Fischer Boulter is the founder of Kisserup International Trade Roots
Canada Inc., Kisserup Europe and Kisserup Arctic. She has over 25 years of
business experience providing advisory services, project management,
trade training and consulting services to public and private sector
organizations worldwide. She has worked on projects in over 90 countries,
on 6 continents and in 25 sectors. She is frequently retained as a keynote 
speaker on international trade, investment and entrepreneurship in both
private and public sector and she is an internationally recognized Subject
Matter Expert on SME development. Originally from Denmark, Pernille
immigrated to Canada in 1998. She has a Master's of Business from the
Copenhagen School of Business; she is a Certified International Trade
Professional, CITP by the Forum for International Trade Training in Ottawa,
Canada and holds a Certificate in Project Management from Saint Mary's
University, Nova Scotia, Canada.
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Henry E. Demone
Chair

Henry Demone is a native Nova Scotian, who grew up in Lunenburg and
graduated from Acadia University in 1976. He is Chairman and CEO of High
Liner Foods and serves on the boards of Emera and Saputo. He is
Chairman of Eosense, a successful Nova Scotian technology company,
focused on the measurement of environmental gas flux. He serves on the
Board of Governors of Acadia University and was an active member of the
One Nova Scotia Commission. He has held leadership positions in many
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Zita Cobb
Member
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returned home to Fogo Island and co-founded the Shorefast Foundation, a
registered charity of Canada with an integrated approach that employs
business-minded means to achieve social ends. In 2016, Zita was awarded
the Order of Canada in acknowledgement of the work of Shorefast
Foundation in collaboration with the community of Fogo Island to help
secure a more resilient future for this singular rural place.

Glenn Cooke
Member

Glenn Cooke is CEO and co-founder of Cooke Aquaculture Inc., an Atlantic
Canadian family owned company and North America's largest independent
salmon farming company. He is also the President of Cooke Seafood USA
Inc. and his family now owns seafood companies in the USA and South 
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America. He was born and raised in Blacks Harbour, New Brunswick.
Glenn's vision, entrepreneurship and business savvy have been recognized
by the business community in Canada and overseas. In 2007 he was
named Entrepreneur of the Year for Atlantic Canada and has been named
as one of Atlantic Canada's top 50 CEOs for several consecutive years. On
May 20, 2011 Glenn received an Honorary Doctor of Science Degree from
the University of New Brunswick in Saint John.

Esther J. Dockendorff
Member

Esther Dockendorff is President and CEO of P.E.I. Mussel King Inc.,
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Consumers Co-operative and past Vice President of the North Shore
Funeral Home.
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Chief Brian Francis 
Member

Chief Brian Francis was first elected Chief of the Abegweit First Nation in
August 2007. He was re-elected in 2011 and 2015. Chief Francis was born
in Lennox Island, Prince Edward Island. After receiving his early education
in Lennox Island and Summerside, he completed four years of
apprenticeship training and became a journeyman carpenter. He was the
first Indigenous person in PEI to receive his inter-provincial red seal trade
certificate. He worked in several departments, including the Department of
Veterans Affairs, Human Resources Development Canada and the
Department of Fisheries and Oceans, prior to his election as Chief and
Band Administrator for Abegweit First Nation. Among his most notable
accomplishments are being appointed to the Independent Senate Advisory
Board and the executive of the Fathers of Confederation Building Trust. In
addition, Chief Francis was elected to the executive of the Atlantic Policy
Congress of First Nation Chiefs and the Ulnooweg Economic Development
Financial Board. Chief Francis is also a proud recipient of the Queens
Diamond Jubilee Medal.

Anne Hébert
Member

Anne Hébert is the CEO of Bingham Law. Ms Hébert has a Bachelor of
Psychology, a Law degree and an MBA from the Université de Moncton.
She has been a member of the New Brunswick Bar since 1993. Prior to
taking on the role as CEO of the largest independent law firm in New
Brunswick, she was the first woman CEO of the Conseil économique du
Nouveau-Brunswick, a position she held between 2006 and 2016. She has
actively participated in the economic development of the province's
Francophone community. She has served on a number of economic and
socio-economic committees, and she holds a seat on the board of directors
of Le Pays de la Sagouine, as well as the board of directors of the Canadian
Bar Association, New Brunswick Division.

Dean MacDonald
Member

Dean MacDonald is the Chair of Tuckamore Capital, a diversified company
that invests in successful Canadian private businesses and also the
Executive Chair of ClearStream Energy Services, an oil and gas services
company which operates in Western Canada. Dean has had a long and
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successful career as an operating executive and entrepreneur, he was the
Chief Operating Officer of Rogers Cable and Chief Executive Officer of
Persona Communication. In addition to sitting on the Boards of numerous
businesses in which he is a prime investor, he is also owner and CEO of
Deacon Investments Ltd., a company which invests in commercial real
estate and operating businesses across Canada. Mr. MacDonald has also
served as Chairman of Newfoundland and Labrador Energy Corporation,
which manages the province's oil and gas assets. Mr. MacDonald is also
the founder of the ClanMac Foundation, a charitable foundation dedicated to
helping improve the health and well-being of those in need in his home 
province.

Robert Niven
Member

Robert Niven is the Founder of CarbonCure Technologies and serves as its
Chief Executive Officer. He is a pioneer in the creation of a new class of
clean technologies in the global race to develop scalable CO2 utilization
technologies for the concrete sector. As the leader of CarbonCure 
Technologies, he has overseen the technology development through
commercialization and expansion into international markets. His work in the
climate change field has been recognized by invitations to present his
research and perspective at numerous international conferences, including 
the United Nations climate change conferences. Mr. Niven holds a M.Sc. in 
Environmental Engineering from McGill University and a B.Sc. in Chemistry
from the University of Victoria.

SECRETARIAT

The Advisory Group was supported by an informal secretariat comprised of Dr. Peter Nicholson 
(consultant), Jeff Larsen (in a voluntary capacity), and Ms. Anne Gilbert of the Privy Council 
Office of the Government of Canada.
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