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Spark Centre has offered invaluable advice for 
pricing and positioning of our product in the 
marketplace. Sales presentations and how to 
get representation for the product.

- Michelle Barton, BeBe Bartoons

Spark has contributed to our success in scaling 
WAI to the next level. From expert advice and 
consulting on corporate re-structuring, financial 
planning, forecasting and management, brand 
development, market & sales planning and  
the list goes on! The support we continue to 
receive from Spark is remarkable and critical  
to WAI succeeding to scale quickly, efficiently 
and profitably.

- Brandi Hewson, WAI Products Limited

We have benefited from great advisory services 
since joining the Spark Centre; including marketing, 
sales and business development mentoring. Bob 
Weese in particular, has worked closely with us 
to provide sales strategy and coaching. Implementing 
his advice has helped us grow our sales and improve 
our prospects with existing distributors. We are  
excited to continue our growth with the help of 
the team at Spark.

- Michael Chrostowski, Sound Options
Spark Centre has played a big role in getting our  
prototype to commercial product. Without the support 
and  network it provides to us and other companies, it 
would be difficult to say if we would be this far. Spark 
Centre should be well supported and seen as the next 
hope for economic  
development.

- Michael Stanfield, IFTech

The Spark Centre has been pivotal in 
ensuring that KAI Innovations have 
all the resources at our disposal to 
help us access capital, mentorship, 
and even overall guidance. Without 
the Spark Centre’s assistance, our 
growth would have been at a much 
slower rate.

- Arjun Kumar, KAI Innovations

Spark Centre tailors the support to our 
unique needs. The organization is very 
flexible to give us the help we need 
without fitting it in a box. We are able to 
set our own direction, but we can still 
call on Spark Centre for the support 
when it’s needed.

- Andy Bruce, Mobile X Co

Spark has helped us in every way! With investment 
planning, accounting, advice and mentorship, 
marketing and so much more

- Terri Mathews-Carl, Boshkung Brewing Co.“

”

SOME KIND WORDS FROM OUR CLIENTS

The Spark Centre has helped me in 
multiple areas, including some extremely 
helpful sales advice sessions with Bob 
Weese, legal assistance, graphic design 
resources, grant application assistance, 
and many other invaluable resources.

- Spencer Turbitt, iApotheca Healthcare
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MESSAGE FROM OUR CEO

On behalf of Spark Innovation Centre, I am pleased to present 
our first published annual report.  

Spark Centre has a significant responsibility to stakeholders 
in Durham Region and Northumberland County, our official 
catchment areas. Spark Centre’s priority is to build awareness 
of the innovative economy—a sector that is so important 
for the future of Ontario.

We also play a key role in developing and growing locally 
based innovative businesses. Spark Centre has become 
a trusted source of advisory in extended areas of Eastern 
Ontario, including Haliburton County. We value rural areas 
as key contributors to the growth of Ontario’s innovation 
economy.

Today, Spark Centre celebrates a vibrant five year history!

Since opening the doors of a small office five years ago, 
Spark Centre has grown to two full-service, nationally 
recognized incubation and commercialization facilities in 
Oshawa and Whitby. Our offices hold 120 clients, partners 
and staff. We also have access to several virtual facilities 
including Durham College’s Vibe Centre, Business Advisory 
Centre Northumberland, Brock Youth Centre Cannington, 
and Haliburton Communities Future Development Corporation.

Our service approach began with a basic “Executive in 
Residence” program, which concentrated on high-level 
strategic mentoring. Now, Spark Centre boasts a variety of 
programs: Thrive, High Potential, Community, Touchdown, 
Student Incubator, Co-location, Ignite and Catalyst. Our 
programs range from occasional mentoring to hands-on, 

day-to-day business support—we match services to our 
client’s business status.

Spark Centre envisions Durham Region and Northumberland 
County as thriving, globally competitive innovation clusters 
that efficiently and effectively monetize research, ideas and 
inventions. We hope to see Durham and Northumberland 
grow to provide infrastructure and support structures that 
foster the development of growing small and medium innovative 
companies. We envision a culture that welcomes and retains 
globally recognized innovative enterprises. This is no easy 
task, as countries around the world are positioning for the 
same vision, and quickly preparing their own capabilities to 
address innovation.

Spark Centre works closely with partners to develop and  
execute on strategies to build globally competitive innovation 
clusters. We value and celebrate our 50+ partnerships and 
corporate partners that bring Spark Centre to life, including 
ONE Network, Region of Durham, Durham College, University 
of Ontario Institute of Technology, City of Oshawa, Town of 
Whitby, and BDO.

I would like to close by saying thank you to our directors, 
partners, clients, funders, staff, advisors, volunteers and 
friends of Spark Centre. Your tremendous support and 
contributions are critical to continue the growth of the local 
innovative economy.

Photo Credit: Ryan Pfeiffer / Metroland

Dennis Croft 
President & CEO, Spark Innovation Centre
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Spark Centre is proud of our responsibility to the Province 
of Ontario and to the ONE Network, and in our crucial role 
to celebrate innovative entrepreneurship.

We envision Durham Region and Northumberland County 
as thriving entrepreneurial communities that embrace 
innovation and technology to compete as a world class 
innovation cluster.

With a deep history of innovation including Robert  
McLaughlin’s rise as an automotive innovator, Oshawa’s 
Camp X accelerating intelligence best practices, UOIT’s 
Automotive Centre of Excellence and Durham College’s 
experiential learning campus, our regional catchment is 
poised to become Canada’s next world class economic 
ecosystem.

Daily we seek to inspire entrepreneurs to start and grow 
successful, high growth companies, measuring success 
through sustainable business performance, global economic 
revenue growth and local job creation. With the right support, 
entrepreneurs can change the world and greatly improve 
our quality of life.

Our approach to delivering our mission is to be the best 
at providing entrepreneurs the right support they need 
when they need it. We believe in incubation services until a 
company’s business model is ready to commercialize, we 
believe in providing acceleration services to high potential 
business during the early stages of commercialization and 
we believe smaller businesses can grow to become global 
players. We align our services to cover the ideation stage 
through the fast pace revenue growth stage, and provide 
services ranging from strategy to operations to product 
development.

Spark Centre is fortunate to have a best in class partnership 
ecosystem including talent creators, political champions, 
passionate industry players, successful entrepreneurs, 
knowledge providers, experienced professional services, 
impactful investors and respected thought leaders, all of 
which fuel our regional opportunities.

Our clients come from all walks of life, driven by passion 
to be successful entrepreneurs…they invent, design, build, 
prototype, code and create Ontario’s next success story.

What does the future hold? Bionic eyes, anti-gravity cars, 
net zero communities, the end to illnesses, longevity,  
teleportation, reversal of the carbon footprint, or daily  
visits to moon?  

Our mission is to foster a culture of innovation and entre-
preneurship, so join us on this most exciting journey!

OUR MISSION 
IS TO FOSTER A 
CULTURE OF 
INNOVATION AND 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP. 
 
WE ARE 
SPARK CENTRE.
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November
Ignite Durham - 
IFTech & Sound Options win 
$25k each. Student Winner 
Electro Optics wins $5k

December
Ministry of Research and 
Innovation, MaRS and the 
Region of Durham fund IDN

November
Ignite Durham - 
National ProStaff & 
Tiko 3D win $25k each. 
Student Winner Turnkey
wins $5k

May
IFTech & Kela Medical
become Spark clients

Digital Innovation and 
Technology Portal Launches

February
Thrive Cohort 1: IFTech, 
Seriously Fun Games,
Zambah, National 
Prostaff, Tiko 3D, 
Blancride

May
Launch of 
Youth Incubator 
Program

August
Spark Centre
expands it’s 
office to Whitby -  
“The Vault”

November
Spark Centre
receives National
recognition via
BetaKit & 
TechVibes

May
Spark Centre mentors
participate in the Guinness
Book of World Records  
“Most People Attending a 
Business Speed Networking 
Event - Single Venue" at 
OCE Discovery

May
“BIG BANG”
Spark Centre changes 
name from IDN

2012
October
Regional Innovation Centre:
Innovation Durham Northumberland (IDN) is born

2010

November
Ignite Durham - 
Squabble Studios &
The Mobile Experience 
Company win $25k each

2013
May
IFTech partners with
Durham College at 
OCE Discovery

2014

January
Spark Commercialization
& Innovation Centre is born

Through strategic support from 
City of Oshawa & CORE21, Spark
Centre launches “The Loft”

2015

CLIENTS!!
500

July
Thrive Cohort 2: 
Panda Insights, 
Sound Options, 
Zambah, IFTech, 
Uconekt, Spot Me,
National Prostaff, 
Seriously Fun Games, 
Tiko 3D

August
Innovation Celebration -
Youth Accelerator Winners Announced
Ignite Applications Open
Spark Centre and 360incentives 
to open Investment Accelerator Centre
Spark Centre Announces New 
Corporate Partnerships
Spark Centre Announces New 
Centre at Durham College
Two Spark Centre Clients Receive 
Seed Funding from City Flow

OUR HISTORY

Photo Credit: Jason Chow Photography

In December of 2010 the Ontario Ministry of Research 
and Innovation announced the funding and opening  
of Innovation Durham Northumberland (IDN). This new 
Regional Innovation Centre was part of a province-wide 
network providing resources for on-the-ground commer- 
cialization and services to innovative and technology 
based entrepreneurs and businesses in Durham Region 
and Northumberland County. The formation of IDN was 
the culmination of a five-year visionary process and funding 

support driven by the Durham Strategic Energy Alliance 
(DSEA) in conjunction with the Region of Durham and the 
Northumberland Manufacturer’s Association.  

In September of 2011, Martin Croteau was brought on to 
provide leadership and strategic direction for the innovation 
centre. Within the first few months IDN had a new look 
and feel under a revised brand Spark Centre. The idea 
was for Spark Centre to work cooperatively with local 
entrepreneurs and organizations to cultivate and support  

a strong entrepreneurship culture within Durham Region 
and Northumberland County.

In 2013 Spark moved its office to one of Durham’s newest 
collaborative working spaces for entrepreneurs and small 
businesses at Core 21 in downtown Oshawa and brought 
on a new Executive Director, Dennis Croft. Dennis came to 
Spark Centre with over 20 years of high tech experience and 
has already proven to be a strong voice and champion for 
local entrepreneurs.

Under Dennis’ direction in 2014, Spark Centre opened an 
additional location in Whitby’s historic Centennial Building 
to expand our client support, and entered into a number 
of new strategic partnerships to help continue the organi-
zation’s growth. Spark Centre also incorporated as its own 
organization, separating from DSEA and establishing Spark 
Commercialization and Innovation Centre. 

In 2015, Spark Centre opened The Loft, a startup eco-system 
and incubator on the second floor of Core21 with over 90 
seats for local startups. With the additional space, Spark 
Centre launched the Thrive Accelerator Program offering a 
hybrid of incubation and acceleration services. Companies 
accepted into the program are given free office space at 
The Loft along with significant advisory and business support 
services to achieve a faster market entry. 

In culmination, Spark Centre now has eight employees and 
has helped over 700 clients. The organization is continuing 
to foster entrepreneurship and prove that our region is a 
world-class innovation hub.
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BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Kathy Weiss – Chair  Director, Economic Development and Tourism, Region of Durham

Kathy joined the Region of Durham in June 2011 as the Director Economic Development and Tourism, 
coming from the Municipality of Chatham-Kent as Director of Economic Services since 2009, which 
included economic development, small business and tourism. Kathy is the Past President of the 
Economic Development Council of Ontario Board of Directors where she actively served 8 years 
as a board member. Kathy has earned a Masters in Municipal Leadership from York University,  
a diploma is Business Administration from Niagara College and a certificate in Economic Development 
from the University of Waterloo.

Brion Hendry – Treasurer  Partner, BDO Canada

Brion has over eleven years experience in a managerial role which includes audits of Canadian 
and US publicly listed companies primarily within the technology, real estate and financial service 
sectors, including credit unions. Brion has worked extensively with many large and complex  
clients, and he is experienced with reporting issuers, public offerings and regulatory filing  
requirements. Brion created the BDO STARTSMART program which provides a cost efficient  
compliance and advisory program for startup entities.

Leon Efraim – Secretary  Partner, Thomas Efraim LLP

Leon is an entrepreneurial minded lawyer with over 20 years of experience. Leon is known as 
a problem solver who provides common sense advice to business owners, founders and angel 
investors. His expertise includes an emphasis on corporate finance, commercial law, business 
startup, intellectual property, investment law, and corporate organizational design. He has worked 
with companies of various sizes and at all stages of their business development and is now active 
in working with start-up technology companies in the information technology, health sciences/
medical technology, cleantech, and high tech manufacturing industries.

Jodi Glover – Director  CEO & Co-Founder, Real Tech Inc.

Jodi Glover is the CEO and Co-Founder of Real Tech Inc., an award winning company that has 
developed an innovative, patented product line of real-time water quality monitoring solutions. 
Jodi has always had a passion for being environmentally responsible and started Real Tech with 
the vision to improve access to water quality monitoring through the development of practical and 
affordable solutions. Jodi’s drive, vision, and passion have resulted in Real Tech’s many successes 
and global presence. Jodi was awarded the 2012 RBC Canadian Women Entrepreneur of the Year 
for the TPH Sustainability Award.

Gary Jarosz – Director  VP, Global Emissions Systems Inc.

Gary Jarosz has over 25 years experience in the information and communication technologies and 
electronics industries. He is currently VP at Global Emissions Systems Inc., a world leader in the 
design, development and manufacture of emissions control technologies that reduce up to 99%  
of carbon monoxide, hydrocarbons and nitrogen oxides for any commercial fuel burning engine.
Gary serves on the board of Business Advisory Centre Durham. He has also served as a Board 
Director for the Ontario Chamber of Commerce and Bridgepoint Health Foundation.
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Dennis Croft – President & CEO  President & CEO, Spark Centre

Dennis brings over twenty years of high tech experience to Spark Centre, including tenures with 
Canadian success stories such as Open Text, Desire2Learn and SHL Systemhouse. He has had 
direct participation in key innovation initiatives such as CDMN’s Canada 3.0, Communitech’s 
Tannery Hub, OCE Discovery and the Province of Ontario’s Next Generation of Jobs Fund grant 
program. With over four years of tenure at Spark Centre as both a volunteer mentor and Director 
of Client Services, Dennis has developed a strong tie with Spark’s clients, employees, and partner 
community, and he was a significant driver behind the Ignite Durham 2013 flagship program.

John Russell – Director  Co-CEO, RBRO Solutions

John is a founding partner and Co-CEO of RBRO Solutions Inc. With more than 15 years of  
leadership experience, John oversees and leads the strategic vision for the company, and is 
responsible for the day-to-day management of Sales, Marketing and Operations. John has a  
deep understanding of the unique technology needs of legal firms and corporations, and is  
a key spokesperson in presenting RBRO’s solutions to the market. Prior to forming of RBRO 
Solutions, John was one of the key members involved in the creation and development of the 
company KiiA Technology.

Usha Srinivasan – Observer  VP, Learning & Insights, MaRS Discovery District

Usha, alongside her team at MaRS, provides advisory services, leadership training, connects 
entrepreneurs with program funding, helps leverage open data and market intelligence, and works 
to make online and onsite educational content accessible through Regional Innovation Centres 
province wide. She also sits on multiple advisory boards including Walkerton Clean Water Centre’s 
Research advisory committee and Humber College Research Analyst Program committee. Usha 
holds a BSc Hon in Environmental Microbiology from University of Bristol, a PhD in Environmental 
Sciences from University of Abertay, and teaches the “Market Intelligence and Customer Discovery” 
module in the “Certificate in Entrepreneurship” program at U of T’s School for Continuing Studies.

Roger Pan – Observer  Senior Advisor, Ministry of Research and Innovation

Roger Pan is a Senior Advisor in the Commercialization Branch of the Ontario Government, serving 
the Ministry of Research and Innovation, and the Ministry of Economic Development, Employment 
and Infrastructure. In this role, he oversees various initiatives that help the province’s innovators 
and entrepreneurs to grow their ventures through commercializing new technologies, and accelerating 
the flow of innovative new products and services to the marketplace.

Dan Ross – Director  Asset Operations Leader, SABIC Innovative Plastics

Dan Ross graduated from Engineering Physics at McMaster University in 2002. Dan began his 
career with a large defense contractor in a Project Management/Engineering role. While there, 
Dan worked closely with companies like Boeing on lean manufacturing techniques and earned 
his Project Management Professional (PMP) designation. Dan joined SABIC in Cobourg in 2006, 
as a Process Engineer and Innovation Leader. Now as the Site Operations Leader, Dan has a  
passion for people centric leadership, understanding behaviour and motivating teams. Dan is  
currently the President of the Northumberland Manufacturers Association (NMA). 
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PARTNERS

Core Funding Partners

Region of Durham 
Durham Region lies immediately to the east of the City of Toronto within the 
Greater Toronto Area and encompasses an area of approximately 2,590 square 
kilometres (1,000 square miles). Regional Council is comprised of the Regional 
Chair and the Mayors and Regional Councillors from the eight Area Municipalities. 
Durham Region is a significant supporter and funder of Spark Centre.

Ontario Ministry or Research and Innovation 
The Ministry of Research and Innovation (MRI) supports world-class research, 
commercialization and innovation taking place across Ontario through a range 
of programs and services like the Ontario Research Fund, Innovation Demon-
stration Fund, Ontario Venture Capital Fund and the Ontario Network of  
Entrepreneurs. MRI is the primary funder of Spark Centre.

Premiere Partners

City of Oshawa
Oshawa is a strategic partner and funder of Spark Centre and an award-winning city, 
prioritizing businesses, investors, entrepreneurs, and innovation. Oshawa is home for 
Spark’s headquarters and our 120 seat business incubator.

BDO
BDO, a key corporate partner, is one of the leading accounting and advisory firms in 
Canada with an international network of over 1,300 offices in more than 150 countries.

Durham College
Durham College is the largest college in Durham Region with two campuses  
and a dynamic, supportive learning environment. The College is a priority youth  
entrepreneurship and innovation partner of Spark Centre.

Ontario Network of Entrepreneurs 
The Ontario Network of Entrepreneurs was created to bring together the various 
resources for entrepreneurs, so they don’t have to search. The less time spent 
finding and accessing programs and services, the more entrepreneurs can focus 
on “the business of running a business”. Spark is a official member of ONE, as 
are BACD, Durham College, and University of Ontario Institute of Technology.
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Community Partners

OCE
Ontario Centres of Excellence accelerates innovation through game-changing  
research leading to successful commercialization and vibrant collaboration between 
industry and academia helping to launch the next generation of products and jobs.  
In partnership with industry, OCE co-invests to commercialize innovation originating 
in the province’s publicly funded colleges, universities and research hospitals. 

NRC - IRAP
NRC-IRAP is Canada’s premier innovation assistance program for small and medium 
sized enterprises (SMEs). It is a vital component of the NRC, a cornerstone in Canada’s 
innovation system, regarded world-wide as one of the best programs of its kind.

Meridian
Meridian is Ontario’s largest credit union, helping more than a quarter of a million 
members grow their lives and businesses. Meridian is a key corporate partner,  
supporting entrepreneurship, small and medium businesses and innovation.

Town of Whitby
Whitby is home for a growing list of innovation companies including AECOM, 360 
Insights, KAI Innovations, Makita, Sony, Gerdau and Patheon. A key partner, Whitby 
is home to Spark’s 30 seat digital media and technology business incubator. 

360 Insights
Ajax Pickering Board of Trade 
BACD
BAC Northumberland 
Bereskin & Parr  
Brock Youth Centre
Cimetrix 
City Flow 
City of Oshawa
City of Pickering 
City of Whitby 
Clarington Board of Trade 
Collins Barrow
Core21 
DECA 
Development Council Durham 
Durham Region
Durham Workforce Authority Community

Eastern Ontario CFDC 
Fast Start 
FedDev Ontario 
Fleming College
Futurpreneur 
Global Emissions Systems 
Greater Peterborough Innovation Cluster 
Haliburton CFDC 
Kawartha Lakes CFDC 
Maker Garden 
MaRS Discovery District 
Northumberland County 
Northumberland CFDC
Northumberland Manufacturers Association
Omachron 
Oshawa BIA 
Oshawa Chamber of Commerce 
Peterborough CFDC 

Port Perry BIA 
Prima IP 
RBRO Solutions
Real Tech Inc. 
Robert McLaughlin Gallery
Scugog Chamber of Commerce
Search Engine People 
South Lake CFDC 
TD Bank
Town of Ajax
Town of Cobourg 
Town of Uxbridge 
Township of Brock
Township of Scugog
Trent University
Whitby Chamber of Commerce

University of Ontario Institute of Technology
UOIT is the largest university in Durham Region with a priority focus on technology, 
engineering, science, life science and energy. UOIT is a priority youth entrepreneurship 
and innovation partner of Spark Centre.
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STAFF & ADVISORS
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Kristie Arbour 
Design Specialist

Kristie is responsible for the design of creative collateral. With a strong background 
in marketing design, Kristie supports Spark Centre and its’ clients by developing 
their brand identity through print and web platforms.

Dennis Croft 
President & CEO

Dennis brings over twenty years of high tech experience to Spark Centre, 
including tenures with well-known Canadian success stories such as Open Text, 
Desire2Learn and SHL Systemhouse. With over two years of tenure at Spark  
Centre as both a volunteer mentor and Director of Client Services, Dennis has 
developed a strong tie with Spark’s clients, employees, and partner community, 
and he was a significant driver behind the Ignite Durham 2013 flagship program.

Braden Kemp 
Director, Client Services

Braden leads Spark Centre’s Startup Services Organization – working closely with 
a team of advisors to assist entrepreneurs. His personal areas of specialization 
include business model design, raising angel and venture capital, and strategic & 
financial planning. Braden has a passion for being part of the start-up ecosystem, 
and talent for creating innovative business models.

The staff and advisors at Spark Centre are a network of professionals 
specializing in different areas. We’re here to help entrepreneurs start 
and grow their business.

Ashlin Milley 
Client Services Associate

Ashlin ensures all client operations run smoothly and efficiently. She works closely 
with new and potential clients to facilitate a match between innovative ideas and 
the expertise of our advisory team.
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Amanda Reynolds 
Communications Specialist

Amanda oversees the development and execution of all internal and external  
communications for Spark Centre including social media and public relations.  
Amanda also works with Spark Centre clients to help develop and execute 
effective communications strategies.  

Kristina Svana 
Director, Marketing

Kristina leads the marketing organization and the execution of the overall marketing 
strategy for Spark Centre. Kristina manages and oversees flagship events such as Ignite, 
Spark Centre’s involvement in OCE Discovery and planned events such as Spark’s annual 
Innovation Conference. Kristina is also directly responsible for marketing staff and the 
annual marketing budget.

Michelle Shurland-Jadoo 
Operations Analyst

Michelle manages funding, Client Services, and Head Quarter reports, system and 
information management, and contract and document management. She steers 
operational progress for Client Services programs and processes and manages HR 
administrative duties. Michelle also assists the Client Services Director in areas of 
budget and program targets.

Tom Baczynski  Mechanical Engineering 

Leon Efraim  Legal

Brion Hendry  Accounting & Finance 

Andrea Kennedy  Brand & Marketing Strategy

Sean Kennedy  IT Security

Craig Loverock  Accounting & Finance

Corette Miller  Human Resources

Matthew Stephan  Technology

Robert Weese  Sales

|  Advisors



YOUR INNER ENTREPRENEURPRENEUR

A Celebration of  
Innovation and  
Entrepreneurship 
in Durham Region
Spark Centre, in partnership with 360insights and SAP
Canada, celebrated Innovation in Durham Region on  
August 13th, 2015 with a series of exciting announcements 
and developments. 

The evening began inside the historical Whitby Centennial 
Building Theatre with warm welcomes from Regional Chair, 
Roger Anderson and Town of Whitby Mayor, Don Mitchell.  
Attendees also heard a keynote from Canadian Tire CTO 
and Entrepreneur, Eugene Roman on the future of innovation 
in Canada. The celebration continued into the evening at 
the Whitby waterfront with a Tech Party and on site BBQ!

A few of the exciting announcements that came out of the 
event included:

• Announcing the winners of Spark Centre’s Youth Incubator   
  Program, awarding 3 Student Entrepreneurs $4,500

• The opening of a new student entrepreneurship contact   
  centre at Durham College’s Oshawa campus

• The location of a new Investment Accelerator Centre  
  in 360insights new, upcoming location in the heart of 
  old Downtown Whitby at the heritage building known 
  as R.A. Sennett Public School 

• The opening of applications for Spark Centre’s third annual  
  Ignite Competition  

• New strategic partnerships under a newly released Corporate  
  Partnership Program

• A newly formed seed investment fund in Durham Region,     
  CityFlow along with the announcement that the fund has   
  invested $300,000 in National ProStaff and $55,000 in  
  Zambah, both Spark Centre clients

We look forward to continuing this annual celebration and 
sharing more new and exciting announcements related to 
innovation in Durham Region!
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EVENTS

Photo Credit: Veronica Jesuthasan, snapd Whitby

Kickstarting the next 
generation of high 
growth startups
Ignite is an exciting entrepreneurial journey organized by 
Spark Centre and the Region of Durham, along with many 
local community partners. Ignite begins with a pitch school 
open to all technology, innovative or inventive applicants 

and ends with an extraordinary finale celebrating two Startups. 
Our goal is to Ignite a startup community in Durham Region. 
Together, we hope to inspire, bring visibility and support 
entrepreneurs, ultimately creating jobs and economic wealth 
for Durham Region. By highlighting the local resources 
available to startups, we can show our entrepreneurs that 
Durham has everything they need to successfully start and 
grow their companies.

Ignite winners receive a cash prize from $5,000 to $25,000 
to launch or scale their startups without adding any debt 
load, or diluting the founder’s equity. Winners also receive 
entry in Spark Centre’s Thrive program, which includes a 
four month term at Spark’s Oshawa or Whitby location rent 
free, access to a multitude of advisory services, preferred 
rates with service providers, and much more! Outside of the 
prizes for winners, all participants learn how to pitch their 
ideas, have a chance to practice in front of real investors 
and entrepreneurs, and have an amazing opportunity to 
network with other entrepreneurs in the area!

After three years, Ignite has seen over 9,000 attendees,  
350 competitors, and over 40 partners unite to deliver a truly 
world class innovative startup competition. Of the 6 major 
winners, 5 have gone on to gain international recognition, 
increase funding, become leaders in their industry, and  
expanded their employee footprint significantly. This  
competition truly has ignited the talent in Durham Region. 
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SUCCESS STORY: TIKO 3D
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Within weeks, Matt started designing and building a 3D printer 
prototype from scratch. He decided his number one priority 
was to make it unibody—meaning the chassis had to be one 
piece—to keep the printer simple and attractive.

Building the team and brand
Matt quickly realized he needed the support of a solid founding 
team to build a company around his design. He approached 
Michael Zhang— his fellow engineering classmate and roommate, 
who had similar interests and entrepreneurial passion —to be 
a co-founding partner. Matt and Michael needed an additional 
partner with strong business acumen, so they welcomed Sharon 
Charitar to the team. Sharon would handle the business side 
(including financials, administration and business operations), 
while Matt and Michael continued to build and perfect the printer. 

The three founders spent lots of time at their local restaurant 
brainstorming ideas, planning future product designs and—

Tiko 3D has invented the most elegant, simple, and proficient 
3D printer on the market. It’s considered by many to be the 
future of consumer 3D printing. It topped Kickstarter’s list of 
most-funded technology campaigns. And the best part about 
it? Its retail price is under $200 USD.

How did it start?
Tiko 3D started as a simple idea by engineering student Matt 
Gajkowski in 2014. He was using an expensive 3D printer 
model, but the technology’s design flaws frustrated him. Matt 
constantly tinkered with the machine to improve it. He constantly 
thought about ways to make a better, more reliable 3D printer. 

Using his inventor spirit, he came up with several concepts to 
tackle the problem. He entertained ideas of the world’s fastest 
3D printer, the easiest to set up, or the most convenient. 
Finally, it hit him: “why not make a printer that’s affordable and 
powerful, while being simple and attractive?” 

In less than a year, Tiko 3D went from being an idea born out 
of frustration to a multi-million dollar company and a game 
changer in the 3D printing industry.
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perhaps the most difficult task of all—naming their company. 
Matt was set on it being a four-letter word: “it had to be simple, 
just like the printer itself.” That’s where Tiko 3D was born. 

It began with a Spark
The next step was to build a business around this ground- 
breaking 3D printer design. The team started attending the 
monthly Entrepreneurship Café sessions held at the University 
of Ontario Institute of Technology. It was here that they connected 
with Spark Centre, the local innovation centre that specializes 
in commercializing inventions and technology. The team realized 
Spark Centre would be a great resource to help plan and grow 
their business, so they applied to become a client. 

After a few months of working with Spark Centre, the Tiko 3D 
team was encouraged to apply to the prestigious Ignite Durham 
start-up competition. Ignite is an annual, nationally recognized, 
start-up pitch and boardroom competition that awards $25,000 
to two innovative start-ups. 

Armed with an exciting company name and working proof of 
concept, the Tiko 3D team decided to apply. Matt dedicated 
all of his time to perfecting his pitches and stage presence. 
He wrote and rewrote, practiced and practiced some more, 
until he was confident his pitch was perfect. Thanks to Matt’s 
dedication, Tiko 3D went on to win the 2014 Ignite competition—
and the top prize of $25,000. 

Winning the competition was an important launch into Tiko 3D’s 
success. Matt explains, “I truly think the reason we won Ignite 
was because we had no choice. We had to win Ignite for the 
$25,000!” 

With funds diminishing, the team knew that they had to take full 
advantage of this opportunity and commercialize quickly, or a 
more established competitor would beat them to market. The 
Ignite funds paved the way.

Finding a home in downtown Oshawa
Immediately after winning Ignite in November 2014, Tiko 3D 
entered Spark Centre’s Thrive Accelerator Program and used 
the $25,000 to create a greatly improved prototype and prepare 
for their Kickstarter launch. As winners of the Ignite competition 
and clients in the Thrive Accelerator Program, Tiko 3D gained 
access to free office space at The Loft, Spark Centre’s location 
in downtown Oshawa. The team established their global head 
office at The Loft, and continue to run their day-to-day operations 
at this location. 

Focused on Kickstarter as the next viable funding source, Tiko 
3D was selected to be a part of Fallon’s StarterKit, an elite 
program offered by the world-class marketing agency. 

StarterKit uses the same top creative marketing talent that works 
on Fallon’s high-profile advertising campaigns and dedicates 
the talent to crowdfunding campaigns for high potential projects. 
Through Fallon, Tiko 3D was able to attend prestigious events 
such as CES in Las Vegas and SXSW in Austin, where they 
met with global retailers and technology industry leaders. Their 
presence at these prominent events built considerable hype for 
their Kickstarter campaign. Simply: their prototype was a hit! 

“
”

I truly think the reason we won Ignite was because we  
had no choice. We had to win Ignite for the $25,000!
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After the 30 day campaign, 
over 16,000 people had 
backed the Tiko 3D project 
and the team raised $3.5 
million CDN.

Kickstarting success
In March 2015, Tiko 3D launched their Kickstarter campaign. 
Within three minutes of the launch, their early bird deal was 
sold out; and within 30 minutes, the campaign reached its 
goal of $300,000. 

After the 30 day campaign, more than 16,000 people had 
backed the Tiko 3D project and the team raised $3.5 million 
CDN—selling more than 16,538 units worldwide. The project 
was featured in many notable technology publications, including 
Product Hunt, readwrite, CNET, gizmag and many more. 

Having reached their goal, the Tiko 3D team went to work on 
their production model the same week they launched their 
Kickstarter campaign.

The team began tooling the chassis, improving the design, and 
planning manufacturing. A month and a half after the campaign, 
Michael went to China to investigate manufacturing choices 
and began handling supply chain management, manufacturing 
and logistics. Matt ran operations in Canada, working on further 
improving the Tiko 3D design, while continuing to build their team. 

Industry game-changer
Today, Tiko 3D has grown to employ 10 paid staff, in a range of 
areas, including marketing, engineering and software development. 

The first Tiko 3D units will be shipped to initial backers by 
Summer 2016, and public online pre-sales will follow. Keep 
your eyes peeled for Tiko 3D units in stores by the fall of 2016.

In less than a year, Tiko 3D went from an idea born out of 
frustration to a multi-million dollar company and a game-changer 
in the 3D printing industry. Founder & CEO Matt Gajkowski, 
along with his partners Michael Zhang and Sharon Charitar, 
exemplify the dedicated, hardworking entrepreneurs in Durham 
Region who are growing their business while creating jobs and 
economic opportunities within our local community.
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SUCCESS STORY: NATIONAL PROSTAFF
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Mark Zuckerberg, The Social Network. Inspired by the story, 
Dan thought: “if he could do it, I could do it”. Combining 
his passion for the sport fishing industry and his business 
experience, Dan invested all of his savings into building the 
National ProStaff platform. 

Looking back at his ProStaff days, Dan knew how difficult it 
was to get noticed by brands. There were no online resources 
that explained how anglers could secure sponsorships. Dan 
wanted to build a social platform to put anglers in the spotlight, 
giving them the opportunity to get noticed and sponsored. 

The initial idea for the National ProStaff platform was for users 
to build a profile and pay for their resume to be sent to brands. 

Brandon Wetzel, Dan’s best friend who also has a passion for 
business, came on board and immediately the National ProStaff 
business model grew. National ProStaff wasn’t just going to be 

Built by a group of friends willing to give up their life savings 
for a dream, National ProStaff is the leading social network for 
sport fishing enthusiasts, celebrities and brands.

Dan Miguel loved fishing since he was introduced to it at two 
years old. At 16, he joined the professional world of sport fishing 
and became a regular tournament angler and a  ProStaff (sponsored 
angler) for seven years. Before the age of social media, it was 
challenging for professional anglers to get noticed by brands. So 
after struggling to secure sponsorship, Dan took a step back from 
sport fishing tournaments after graduating university and took a 
job incorporate sales and marketing at Rapala—a company he 
had represented as a ProStaff. 

A bigger dream
Knowing he had more to offer to the industry, Dan’s entrepreneurial 
spirit was fired up after seeing the movie about Facebook founder 

Fishing enthusiasts from all over the world now join 
National ProStaff to connect with learn from top anglers,  
apply for sponsorship opportunities and shop for gear.
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a place for anglers to get noticed, it was going to be a premiere 
industry platform—connecting the entire sport fishing industry 
online—while highlighting brands and sponsored anglers. 

In March 2011, Dan and Brandon went to work planning  
and wire-framing the platform while securing a highly skilled 
developer to help them build their vision. Dan quit his job to 
focus 100 per cent of his time and energy on recruiting brands 
and potential users. National ProStaff launched on November 
11, 2011 with 10 brands. Within 3 months, 5,000 members 
joined solely by word of mouth!

Small fish, big pond
After the successful launch, Dan and Brandon approached 
another friend, Chris Lazarte, to join their founding team and 
handle the financial side of the business. With the platform 
continuing to evolve, and not enough marketing funds, the 
team realized they needed to secure investment. With the 
tech bubble growing in California, Chris took a leap and took 
a job as a Chartered Accountant in the Golden State.

He hoped to gain connections and garner investment for National 
ProStaff to enter the United States market, which has a sport 
fishing industry worth more than $54 billion. Unfortunately, 
Chris didn’t have much luck securing investment in California, 
and the team did not have the funds to enter the US market. 
Revenue was not growing quickly enough and the team had 
already invested their life savings into building the platform. 

Sparking success
Opportunities brightened back up in the summer of 2014,  
when Chris networked with someone who recommended they 
apply to Spark Centre’s Ignite competition. Ignite is an annual, 
nationally recognized, start-up pitch and boardroom competition 
that awards $25,000 to two innovative start-ups. When Chris 
read about the competition online, it was the day of the  

National ProStaff 
launched on November 
11, 2011 with 10 brands. 
Within 3 months, 5,000 
members joined solely 
by word of mouth

deadline to apply. He immediately called Dan and told him to 
drop everything and head to the Ignite pitch school in Whitby. 

“We had no idea what we were getting into,” recalled Dan. 
But it’s a good thing Dan and Brandon showed up for pitch 
school that day—the National ProStaff team won the Ignite 
competition and the $25,000 prize. They were also invited to 
enter Spark Centre’s Thrive Accelerator Program, which  
offered them significant advisory and business support 
services and free office space at The Loft, Spark Centre’s 
location in Downtown Oshawa. 

With the $25,000 from Ignite in 2014, National ProStaff was 
able to enter the United States market. They signed the top 
celebrity angler in the industry as a brand ambassador and 
attended some of the biggest fishing tradeshows in the US. 
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The resources,  
support and guidance  
that Spark Centre  
has provided has been 
crucial to our success.

Angels for anglers
With the Ignite funds and the success that came after, Chris 
moved back from California and became the full-time CFO for 
National ProStaff. Thanks to the brand exposure from winning 
Ignite, National ProStaff received a $300,000 investment from 
City Flow, a Durham-based angel fund. 

National ProStaff has seen constant growth since winning Spark 
Centre’s Ignite competition. Their revenue increased from 
$45,000 to $120,000, they’ve hired six full-time paid employees, 
membership has grown 600 per cent and they have signed on 
some of the world’s largest brands, including GoPro. 

With the support of Spark Centre, National ProStaff has received 
multiple rounds of grants and funding including $30,000 through 
OCE’s Smart Seed to help build a mobile app. They also received 
a significant grant through MaRS’ Embedded Executive program, 
which has allowed them to hire a full-time Chief Technology 
Officer to work on the platform. 

“Without Spark Centre, NPS wouldn’t be near where it is today 
and we would probably no longer exist,” says Dan Miguel, CEO. 
“The resources, support and guidance that Spark Centre has 
provided has been crucial to our success.”

Fishing enthusiasts from all over the world now join National 
ProStaff to connect with learn from top anglers, apply for  
sponsorship opportunities and shop for gear. It wasn’t an  
easy journey for the National ProStaff team to get where they 
are today, but they never gave up. It’s one thing to have a 
dream— it’s another to own it. Their continued passion,  
unwavering commitment and constant hustle is inspiring to  
any entrepreneur. 

“

”



SUCCESS STORY: iApotheca, BeBe Bartoons, Boshkung Brewing CO, IFTech
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IFTech — Inventing Future Technology Inc., is a high tech innovation company creating 
solutions to improve and bring about change across as many industries as possible.

• Secured $550,000 in funding through grants, investment and the Ignite competition 
• Filmed with National Geographic for a new series airing later in 2016, featuring the         
  ARAIG suit and also filmed an episode of Dragon’s Den - Air date TBD
• Have brought community influencers and B2B in for demos of ARAIG
• Currently in the manufacture ready stage of ARAIG
• Partnerships created with Durham College, George Brown College, UOIT, Proto3000,  
  NeuronicWorks, nVision, Spearhead Interactive, Norton Rose Fullbright, Canadian    
  Chain Innovation, OCE, NSERC, IRAP to help make the ARAIG suit a reality 

Software for pharmacies and nursing homes that digitalizes policies and procedures 
allowing managers and owners to see conformation reports and allowing them to 
share information across many pharmacy locations.

• 6 Paid Jobs created 
• $160,000 in investment secured in 2015
• Over $70,000 increase in revenue since beginning of 2016
• 350 pharmacies are using iApotheca products
• Growing by 5 to 10 new customers every week

Boshkung Brewing Co. is a fast growing craft brewery focused on cottage living, 
local fare and great tasting beer. 

• 4 jobs created with at least 4 more in the next few months 
• Increased revenue by 30%
• Increased distribution licensees by 50%
• Grocery stores across Ontario are now selling Boshkung  
• Recently purchased second location

Collectable lip balm with interchangeable, refillable animal pods. Collect them all!  
New animals are released each season.

• 2 new full time jobs created 
• Secured over $45,000 in grants since 2015
• BeBe Bartoons are now available in 240 stores
• 80% sales increase in the United States
• Revenue increase of over $250,000 in 6 months

Jeff Quipp 
CEO, Search Engine People

“I love hearing the 
stories of other   
entrepreneurs. 
It’s thrilling to see 
Durham Region  
begin to blossom  
into a tech hub.”
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KAI Innovations is a full service Electronic Medical Record (EMR) provider that provides 
smaller clinics an end to end solution to convert from paper to electronic charts.

• 12 new jobs created 
• Revenue increased 100% year over year for the last 3 years
• 1000 healthcare providers using the software
• Acquired their largest competitor which has doubled Kai’s company in size

Pushing boundaries by providing professional water supply, irrigation & landscape 
lighting products, WAI Products Ltd. is a full service distributor and sales organization.

• Two new paid positions as well as two commissioned sales rep positions and  
   implemented a new 3rd party warehouse in the last year 
• Secured over $250,000 in funding and investment/loan funds
• In 2015, increased over 220% in revenue
• Added Canadian Tire to their customer list in 2015 
• WAI was the first supplier to the trade market with a WiFi based irrigation controller.     
  Their goal is to pioneer and champion new, innovative products. 

MobileXCo is a mobile solution company driven by a passion for exceptional user 
experiences while delivering strategic use of real-time data.

• Over $1 million in revenue in the past 3 years 
• 6 paid full time employees ranging from developers to sales
• Over 40 brands and retailers over the last 3 years including Starbucks, McDonald’s,    
   Budweiser, Mountain Dew 
• Won $25,000 in Spark Centre’s first Ignite Competition
• Over 100,000 consumers have used MobileXCo technology in under 3 months 

Sound Options provides effective treatments for reducing chronic ringing in the ears 
by working with hearing clinics to provide a software-generated customized sound 
therapy embedded in music.

• 1 full time paid job created in 2015 
• Angel investment secured
• Revenue increased 400% from 2014 to 2015
• About 65 clinics currently using Sound Options software to treat tinnitus patients
• Currently training and supporting clinic staff to become more comfortable with their  
   sound therapy. 

SUCCESS STORY: KAI Innovations, MobileXCo, Sound Options, WAI Products
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“
”John Henry 

Mayor, City of Oshawa

Spark Centre is  
a great asset —  
providing support 
and experience  
to start ups in  
our community.
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Don Lovisa 
President, Durham College

/SparkCentre 
/spark_centre

SPARK CENTRE HEAD OFFICE
The Loft 
21 Simcoe Street South, 
Oshawa, Ontario, L1H 4G1

905.432.3999 
info@sparkcentre.org 
sparkcentre.org

/spark_centre 
/company/spark-centre

“
”

The depth of the resources  
we are able to provide to  
entrepreneurial-minded  
students at Durham College 
is greatly enhanced by our  
partnership with Spark Centre.  
Together, we provide them  
with everything they need,  
and that ultimately drives 
innovation in our community.


