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Sustainable chemistry alliance, forging a new legacy for Sarnia-Lambton

By Shawn Lawrence

In the heart of Canada’s chemical valley, there is an exciting movement afoot. Traditionally a Canadian hub for petrochemicals and refined petroleum products, the Sarnia-Lambton area has expanded its breadth of research and innovation in the chemical sector into the realm of bio-product development. Much of this growth and movement towards bio-based products has been industry lead, but other parties including academia and government are also taking part in this new industry renaissance.

At the forefront of this emerging commitment to the bio-product sector is the Sustainable Chemistry Alliance (SCA), an organization supported through funding and headquartered at the new Bioindustrial Innovation Centre (BIC) at the Sarnia-Lambton Campus of the University of Western Ontario Research Park.

The SCA evolved from the former Ontario Chemistry Value Chain Initiative, which had been implementing a strategy designed to bridge the gap between biochemistry and synthetic chemistry. The SCA focuses on the development of solutions to the impacts of climate change, peak oil, energy security, the need for safe water, and the use of scarce natural resources.

Founding president and CEO, Dr. Murray McLaughlin explains that the SCA focuses on commercialization aspects of green and sustainable technologies. 
“We get involved in doing investments in start-up companies, helping to build cluster programs and whatever else to promote the sector.” 

According to McLaughlin, the SCA has $5 million that it uses towards investing in companies focusing on bio-chemical production, the green and sustainable sector, as well the development of new ways to combine of petro-chemicals and bio-chemicals that are moving through pilot and demonstration scale. 

“These are companies that are going into a small facility or going beyond a lab bench, maybe from producing a few kilograms to a few hundred kilograms, and then transitioning into a more demonstrational scale,” he said. 

Drawing on the area’s strength as the country’s largest cluster of chemical, plastics, allied manufacturing, petrochemical and research and development facilities, Sarnia-Lambton’s pre-existing infrastructure has given it an edge in establishing itself as a centre for biotechnology research and a logical location for establishing the Bioindustrial Innovation Center and the Sustainable Chemistry Alliance. 

“Sarnia is a community on the edge of change, in an industry sector that is just realizing change is around it. The petrochemical industry is shifting to a hybrid chemical industry. Hybrid chemicals are a combination of green chemistry (bio-based) and petrochemicals with the ability to provide consumers with a broad choice of cleaner products. The facilities to make this change happen are already present in Sarnia, but the benefit is that we’ve got a community in Sarnia between the county and the city itself, and the industry base (the petro-chemical industry), that are all highly supportive of this initiative and they see the benefits of having Sarnia build off these strengths and build the bio-based and hybrid chemical based industry to supplement that,” said McLaughlin.

In addition to his role with the SCA, Dr. McLaughlin also heads up Canada’s Bioindustrial Innovation Centre (BIC), which is as mentioned the Hub or home of the SCA. The campus facility has significant research and pilot capabilities for companies that are ready to move into pilot scale, and looking for space. Funding for the BIC includes $15 million in funding from the federal Centres of Excellence for Commercialization and Research and $10 million in capital funding from the Ontario Ministry of Research & Innovation.

“The BIC is equipped with all the various things that companies need to ‘plug and play’ into whether its steam, heat, CO2 or whatever they need to give them the ability to do pilot scale production.”

The Research Park, formerly Dow Chemical Canadian headquarters, includes four buildings with office space and call centres, and is managed by the University Western Ontario Research Parks. The BIC manages an incubator facility within the Sarnia-Lambton Park, that recently went through a massive renovation prior to its opening in October. The centre is expected to attract start-up companies needing pilot facility space and bio-industrial plants needing land to Sarnia-Lambton and create hundreds of jobs. At the same time, it will facilitate the commercialization of large-scale industrial biotechnology concepts to create a significant cluster around hybrid chemistry in Sarnia in partnership with the existing chemical industry. 

“That’s what we’re hoping is that companies that come into the pilot space, will see Sarnia as a choice for their next expansion. We really want to build a cluster around this whole bio-based area-chemicals, biofuels and bio-mass production,” he said while further elaborating on how it all ties together and the role of the Sustainable Chemistry Alliance (SCA) in conjunction with the BIC. 

“These two organizations have separate mandates, but are linked in their focus on green and sustainable innovations. It’s more that the BIC takes care of the incubator facility and filling it while the SCA takes care of the investments in start up companies.”

In terms of the latter, the types of companies SCA invests in are not just provincial but national in scope. 

“The companies can be located anywhere in Canada, most are in Ontario, but we have some outside of the province as well.”
Thus far, the SCA has been very successful says McLaughlin. 

“We’ve got seven investments completed and a total of nine projects already approved by the board. I think right now we’re really on track to start seeing some good things begin to happen, with the BIC facilities now fully renovated , we’re just starting to put together our promotional materials to market that program and start building occupancy. The SCA is also getting close to full investment, and it’s only taken a little over a year to reach that point. A Canadian cluster is forming in Sarnia.”

