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Helping Animal Health Companies Succeed

Serving both companion and production animals, 
Canada’s animal health sector has developed an 
enviable reputation in a number of areas, including:

• food animal therapeutics, vaccines and 
productivity aids; 

• companion animal therapeutics and vaccines; 
• wellness products and services for the 

companion animal market, including natural 
health products, diagnostics, pet food and 
nutrition; 

• aquaculture products targeted mainly for use in 
disease treatment and prevention; 

• diagnostic products to more effectively detect 
disease at an earlier stage to allow for faster, 
more effective interventions; and 

• veterinary and animal production apps, big data 
and cloud-based computing to more effectively 
and efficiently raise animals.

Key strengths of the Canadian sector include abundant 
resources, particularly water, to support food animal 
production; good infrastructure, including transportation 
networks; a stable and predictable regulatory regime; 
strong patent protection laws for new discovery; a highly 
competent veterinary profession; world-class research 
facilities and researchers; and public granting agencies 
that financially support innovative ideas and new products.

Within Canada, one of the foremost animal health 
clusters is to be found in Prince Edward Island. With a focus 
on animal health companies, natural product development, 
and aquaculture, this cluster boasts more than 50 
companies and over 1500 employees. Under the leadership 
of the Prince Edward Island (PEI) BioAlliance Inc., this eastern 
Canadian cluster spawned the International VetHealth 
Global Conference. Held once every other year, this event 
attracts global leaders of major animal health companies 
to discuss opportunities and matters of common concern. 
This conference also offers a venue to showcase up-and-
coming animal health startups, and provides a forum for 
these ventures to discuss potential partnerships with the 
major global players. 

Not coincidentally, Prince Edward Island is also home 
of the Emergence Bioscience Business Incubator, an 
initiative that offers strong support to startup and scale-up 
companies in the animal health sector across Canada.

Under the BioAlliance umbrella, Emergence is just three 
years old, but has already secured a reputation as one of 
the country’s leading enablers of new company formation 
and growth in the animal health sector. Emergence currently 
serves a portfolio of 67 mostly startup and early-stage client 
companies, which between them raised over $48 million in 
follow-on funding over the last year, racked up revenues of 
$29 million, and grew their full-time employment by 75%.

A virtual (rather than physical) incubator, Emergence 
serves high-potential companies wherever they are 

located in Canada, while also providing a “soft landing” for 
innovative international animal health ventures seeking to 
start up or establish themselves in, or expand into, North 
America.

One of its clients is Aim OA Sys - a UK startup that has 
developed a new, cloud-based electronic decision-making 
tool for managing canine arthritis. This revolutionary new 
system enables veterinary practices to create effective, 
individualised multimodal plans for each patient. The 
digitised process is based on the Aim OA system, which 
has been developed and used in arthritis management for 
over 15 years by some of the world’s leading authorities in 
canine arthritis. The system also records interventions and 
monitors outputs. AIM OA is in the process of setting up 
operations in Prince Edward Island with a view to managing 
its North American market entry from what locals fondly 
refer to as “the mighty island”! The company is also seeking 
to leverage the expertise at the Atlantic Veterinary College 
at the University of Prince Edward Island in Charlottetown 
as a source of talent for the business and for its network of 
veterinarians across North America.

Animal Ethics is another Emergence client - an Australian 
research and development company specialising in the 
development of wound care and pain relief products 
for humans, livestock, and companion animals. Animal 
Ethics was the first company, globally, to have a topical 
pain relief product registered for use on farm animals. 
Their  vision is that highly effective, safe, affordable and 
practical pain relief products are developed and made 
widely available to prevent pain and minimise suffering 
associated with surgical husbandry procedures and 
traumatic wounds in humans, livestock and companion  
animals.

Animal Ethics projects a market potential of $412 
million for their first product, Tri-Solfen, a  pain product 
which recently gained approval in New Zealand for sheep 
and cattle husbandry procedures. In 2016, Animal Ethics 
received an $18.2 million investment from UK-listed Dechra 
Pharmaceuticals PLC, which has acquired a global license 
to sell Tri-Solfen internationally. The company is working 
towards a US and Canadian registration by mid-2019.

Both companies have benefitted from the soft-landing 
and market entry services that Emergence offers to 
international ventures. 
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Building on the traditional strengths of the PEI 
Bioscience Cluster and its expertise in the animal health 
space, Emergence provides programming that supports 
the commercialisation of innovative animal health 
technologies; the formation and growth of disruptive 
animal health companies; and the development of new 
entrepreneurs.

The incubator’s primary focus is on assisting Canadian 
entrepreneurs, startups, and growth stage ventures to 
develop and commercialise products and services for 
the global market; improve their export preparedness 
and readiness; improve their international market access; 
de-risk their developmental, regulatory and investment 
pathways; advance their business plans; and acquire 
follow-on financing by improving their investment-
readiness.

The Emergence model is based on long-term 
relationships, and provides clients with access to the 
knowledge and resources they need to grow. The 
Emergence team understands that growing successful 
innovation-based businesses is a complex process. With 
each phase of development, entrepreneurs are faced with 
new challenges. Emergence is therefore not a cohort-
based programme, but offers a continuous intake model 
and programming designed to provide clients with the 
long-term support they need to respond to their dynamic 
and demanding environments.

As such, Emergence client companies enjoy access to a 
range of customised development services.

Chief among these is mentorship – both one-on-one 
and team mentorship. Through this pillar, entrepreneurs are 
allocated business advisors, who provide regular feedback 
and guidance on issues related to the viability of their idea, 
regulatory requirements, the best route to commercial 
success, and capital formation strategy advice and 
contacts. 

With an enviable team of world-class mentors drawn 
from across Canada and the United States, the Emergence 
incubator also provides clients access to their “Critical Path 
Team Mentorship” programme, which benefits from the 
many years of experience and learning of the programme’s 
mentorship partner, the MIT Venture Mentoring Service.

 This business advice is designed to help entrepreneurs 
de-risk their ventures, improve their investor-readiness, 
and successfully navigate the challenges of bringing their 
new products and services to the global market.

The Emergence team mentorship programme matches 
entrepreneurs in this sector with experienced volunteer 
mentors and, when necessary, ad hoc specialist mentors. 
The programme matches founders with groups of three to 
five mentors who provide practical, day-to-day professional 
advice and business coaching. 

Mentorship support is given across a broad range 
of business activity, including product development, 
regulatory, marketing, intellectual property, finance, human 
resources, and founders’ issues. The Critical Path Team 
Mentorship programme is a flagship programme of the 
incubator, and is offered selectively to clients on a high-
growth trajectory. Currently, a full 50% of the ventures in the 
team mentorship programme have female founders and 
co-founders.

Lisa Pfister, a recent engineering graduate from New 
Brunswick, Canada has launched her startup, Pfera, with 

the goal of making equine reproduction management 
easier, cheaper and healthier for the horses. Lisa says she’s 
benefitted from the in-depth mentorship she has received. 
Lisa’s first product – a biotech chemistry plus IT solution 
that allows breeders to more accurately predict birthing 
in mares – was born from her personal need as a horse-
breeder. Today, her patent-pending product includes 
technology that interprets milk analysis of mares and 
reduces the variability of results from 61% down to 3–7%. This 
kind of accuracy means that breeders will no longer need 
to monitor their mares for up to six weeks around estimated 
birthing time. Pfera’s technology will predict birthing time up 
to four days in advance, within an eight-hour window.

But Pfister isn’t stopping with just one product. She’s 
already moving onto more innovative applications for the 
equine industry, including technology to improve breeding 
management records and create graphical information for 
breeders and veterinarians. This kind of technology doesn’t 
currently exist and will be extremely helpful in monitoring 
the reproductive health of mares.

“I am so grateful for the support I have received through 
Emergence,” Lisa says. “Technical skills are one thing, but 
the challenges of being a new entrepreneur, bringing a 
new product to the market, have proven to be much more 
challenging. I have been helped in my journey by the 
fantastic mentorship and coaching I have received, as well 
as by the many other services that I have been able to take 
advantage of as a client of Emergence.”

In addition to mentorship, incubator clients are able to 
benefit from a pool of funds that support what are called 
Specialist Services Projects. This pillar of the incubator co-
funds, alongside the client, defined projects that are critical 
to the company progressing along its “critical path” of 
commercialisation.

For Specialist Services projects, an expert is engaged 
to provide third-party consulting and strategic advisory 
services and guidance to supplement the client company’s 
internal skills and build their internal competencies. Projects 
focus on providing clients with the additional support 
they require to develop their business plans and product 
prototypes, gain a better understanding of their regulatory 
pathways, access follow-on funding, and develop 
marketing and sales strategies.

Both Pfera and SomaDetect, also from the province of 
New Brunswick, have received support from Emergence to 
complete their product development and move to working 
prototypes. 

SomaDetect has developed an innovative herd health 
solution for the global dairy industry, which involves 
new advanced technology that detects the presence of 
progesterone, protein, fat, trace antibiotics and somatic 
cell counts in raw milk without the need for reagents or 
consumables. Using this technology, farmers will be able 
to monitor the reproductive status and health of their herd, 
and ensure high-quality milk for consumers. 

SomaDetect has enjoyed a year of remarkable 
success, from being announced as one of the “top 20 most 
innovative companies in Canada”, to being selected as one 
of “22 transformative early-stage companies” selected to 
participate in the 2017 Ag Innovation Showcase in St Louis, 
Missouri, where they captured the prize for “best pitch”, to 
walking away with the US$1 million first prize at the 43North 
competition in Buffalo, New York.
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Drawing on the full resources of Emergence, SomaDetect 
has seen their first year in business catapult them into the 
international spotlight.

“Working with an incubator programme like Emergence 
has enabled us to draw upon the expertise and valuable 
mentorship of others who have been there and done that,” 
says SomaDetect Founder, Bethany Deshpande. “This has 
been crucial to keeping us focused on the issues important 
to our commercialisation ‘critical path’, while access to 
funding when we needed it most helped us to optimise the 
development of our prototype, and accelerate our path to 
market.” 

Clients of Emergence also take advantage of the 
programme’s Market Intelligence Service. This provides 
access to critical market intelligence to help move 
businesses forward.

Through a partnership with the MaRS Accelerator 
in Toronto, Emergence clients have ready access to 
thousands of reports covering key technology clusters from 
global research firms such as Frost & Sullivan, GlobalData, 
Bloomberg New Energy Finance and Lux Research.

MicroSintesis Inc. is a startup company that has taken 
advantage of this service. A new animal health company 
that has, for the past five years, been researching a novel 
probiotic technology which has the potential to significantly 
impact the way animals are treated for gut health and 
intestinal distress, MicroSintesis is creating a platform 
of novel anti-infectives from probiotics. The company 
operates a research and development lab as well as scale-
up manufacturing in PEI, and recently signed an exclusive 
distribution agreement with a Canadian veterinary 
distributor to distribute their first product. 

By taking advantage of the Market Intelligence Service, 
MicroSintesis was able to access top-tier research reports 
as well as expert analysts with industry knowledge of the 
animal health sector.

This helped founder Hannah McIver address questions 
about market segmentation, size of market, growth rates, 
types of business models, purchasing habits, demographic 
data, customer segmentations, and industry trends, all of 
which she was able to use to prepare investor presentations, 
develop a launch strategy, and investigate international 
market entry.

“For a cash-starved startup, this service was incredibly 
valuable,” says McIver, who also credits the incubator with 
providing strategic- and operational-level input to her 
venture at a time when she needed it most.

In addition to accessing in-house expertise, Emergence 
clients enjoy access to legal, financial, risk mitigation and 

intellectual property advisory services through partnerships 
with top-tier professional service providers.

“Emergence provided us direct access to some of the 
best legal and tax advice available,” says AIM OA’s David 
Prydie. “This is so important for a young company like ours 
that is taking its first steps into new markets.”

Programme participants also benefit from facilitated 
access and linkages to international business networks; are 
able to tap into support with their media, public relations 
and social media campaigns; and get assistance hiring the 
world-class talent they need to grow through the incubator.

By offering entrepreneurs the tools, connections, 
training, education, coaching, mentorship, and professional 
expertise and services they need to succeed, Emergence is 
supporting the growth of some of Canada’s most innovative 
animal health startups.

Based on the programme’s impact metrics to date, 
Emergence is already having a significant impact on 
the successful formation, commercialisation, funding, 
and export- and investment-readiness of animal health 
companies across Canada.
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