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Recommendations 

• Organize defence research under the Bureau of Research, Engineering and Advanced 
Leadership in Innovation and Science (BOREALIS) around a clear pathway from operational 
need to validated capability supported by the secure environments needed to advance 
promising solutions 

• Mobilize federal research funding by enabling equality of access for polytechnics and 
universities, ensuring projects are led by those from the research ecosystem best positioned to 
activate spaces, equipment, expertise and industry involvement  

• Ensure the National Research Council Industrial Research Assistance Program’s (NRC IRAP) 
Defence Industry Assist includes a structured defence-readiness and onboarding pathway for 
small- and medium-sized businesses (SMBs), with innovation intermediaries positioned to help 
firms assess defence or dual-use applications and access support for adaptation, testing and 
validation 

 

Context 

National defence, industrial capacity and innovation policy are increasingly connected.  New federal 
commitments aim to capitalize on an investment in defence to build a stronger R&D ecosystem, 
drive domestic production and create opportunities to grow exports while supporting Canadian 
jobs.  The opportunity is significant, but so is the challenge – Canada must overcome weak 
business innovation, lagging productivity and a persistent gap between discovery research 
strengths and lagging real-world adoption. 
 
Successful innovation economies are not defined by research investment alone.  Where investment 
is concentrated matters.  As Canada works toward its pledge to spend 5 per cent of GDP on 
national defence by 2035, it must ensure these investments generate tangible military, industrial and 
economic outcomes.  Canada cannot afford to repeat in defence what has happened in other 
strategic technology areas: strong research capacity without sufficient commercialization, an 
ambition to achieve broad-based economic benefits that falls short of the goal. 
 
National defence investments can do better, with a clear customer, urgent operational needs and a 
requirement to move at speed.  The objective should be to build a system that translates research 
into validated, deployable capability as it unlocks export potential.  This requires a more coordinated 
approach to dual-use and defence research, linking operational problems, industry participation, 
applied research, testing infrastructure, procurement pathways and adoption.  
 

Moving from Research to Capability  

Canada’s defence ambitions suggest speed has strategic value, shortening the time between 
identifying a military requirement and procuring solutions that can be delivered, integrated and 
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maintained over time.  Faster cycles stand to allow military users to test products in realistic 
conditions and give firms clear signals about credible demand, justifying further investment. 
 
Canada’s defence research system should, therefore, be organized around momentum.  Each stage 
of the innovation pathway should prepare a technology, firm or partnership for the next stage.  The 
objective should be to reduce the distance between operational need and product testing, 
validation and adoption, creating a coordinated pathway from requirement to procurement. 
 
Polytechnics operate at the intersection of discovery and impact.  This is where ideas become 
working prototypes and technologies are tested, refined and validated with industry.  Their applied 
research capacity is industry-driven and delivered on timelines measured in weeks and months, 
rather than years.  Approximately 70 per cent of polytechnic applied research activity aligns with 
Canada’s sovereign defence priorities, with close to 1,000 projects per year that have relevant dual-
use applications.  Polytechnics conduct more than 2,900 business-partnered projects annually, 
more than 80 per cent of which involve SMBs.1 
 
Polytechnics have internationally recognized expertise, with two already designated as NATO 
DIANA test centres.  These centres represent capacity Canada is trying to expand domestically to 
accelerate innovation for the defence and security ecosystem.  NATO DIANA’s Rapid Adoption 
Service is designed to help allies move from identified requirements to real-world solutions, with a 
goal of reducing adoption timelines to a maximum of 24 months.2  The United States Defense 
Innovation Unit similarly uses fast prototype pathways, including the ability to award prototype 
agreements in 60 to 90 days.3  These models recognize that defence technologies that take years 
to develop and procure are often obsolete by the time they are in active use. 
 
Countries that successfully connect defence investments with economic performance treat applied 
research, testing infrastructure and industry-facing innovation capacity as strategic assets.  We see 
opportunities for BOREALIS to help translate broad ambition into defined operational challenges.  
Defence Innovation Secure Hubs can play an important role by providing environments where 
promising solutions are tested with users, though they should not be the only pathway for defence 
research and innovation.  To make full use of Canada’s applied research strengths, the government 
should support secure facilities across the country, including at qualified post-secondary 
institutions. 
 

 
1 Polytechnics Canada. Data & statistics. https://polytechnicscanada.ca/polytechnic-education/data-
statistics/  
2 North Atlantic Treaty Organization. (2026, April 21). NATO DIANA’s Rapid Adoption Service enables first 
R&D contract between Allies and industry. NATO. https://www.nato.int/en/news-and-
events/articles/news/2026/04/21/nato-dianas-rapid-adoption-service-enables-first-rd-contract-between-
allies-and-industry  
3 Defense Innovation Unit. Solutions to make defense contracting easier. https://www.diu.mil/solutions  

https://polytechnicscanada.ca/polytechnic-education/data-statistics/
https://polytechnicscanada.ca/polytechnic-education/data-statistics/
https://www.nato.int/en/news-and-events/articles/news/2026/04/21/nato-dianas-rapid-adoption-service-enables-first-rd-contract-between-allies-and-industry
https://www.nato.int/en/news-and-events/articles/news/2026/04/21/nato-dianas-rapid-adoption-service-enables-first-rd-contract-between-allies-and-industry
https://www.nato.int/en/news-and-events/articles/news/2026/04/21/nato-dianas-rapid-adoption-service-enables-first-rd-contract-between-allies-and-industry
https://www.diu.mil/solutions
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Many polytechnics already have the technical expertise, facilities and industry partnerships needed 
to support defence and dual-use work, but clearance requirements, protected data systems and lab 
upgrades can be costly to put in place.  Dedicated funding to meet these needs would expand the 
number of trusted partners able to contribute to moving promising technologies toward adoption 
more quickly. 
 

Enabling Dual-Use Innovation 

Dual-use innovation should be central to Canada’s defence ambitions, enabling the country to build 
on existing industrial capacity.  Though products may have been developed with another customer 
in mind, many are undoubtedly relevant to national defence. 
 
This is especially important for SMBs.  Civilian products that perform well in commercial settings are 
likely to require refinement for defence applications, such as harsh environments, secure data 
handling, system integration or durability standards.  In some cases, adaptations may appear 
modest, yet they often determine whether a technology is usable in a defence context.  The 
difference between a promising product and one that is defence-ready often lies in applied testing 
and iterative improvements.  Polytechnics are designed to provide this type of support, helping firms 
refine technologies and chart a path to commercialization. 
 
A stronger emphasis on dual-use development would ensure Canada avoids treating defence 
innovation as a separate and closed market.  Instead, it would create pathways for firms to test for 
defence relevance, adapt their technologies and progress to larger opportunities where appropriate.  
This will be essential to ensuring the wider economy benefits from Canada’s defence investments. 
 
The Government of Canada should ensure that NRC IRAP’s Defence Industry Assist4 creates a 
structured defence-readiness and onboarding pathway for SMBs delivered in partnership with 
polytechnics and other innovation intermediaries.  This model would connect firms receiving NRC 
IRAP financial and advisory support with polytechnic applied research capacity to advance product 
development, prototyping, testing, validation and technology adaptation.  It would also give NRC 
IRAP and BOREALIS a clearer, more coordinated pathway to identify promising companies and 
support their progression, while strengthening the pipeline into NRC-led initiatives developed with 
the Department of National Defence and Defence Research and Development Canada.  
 

 
4 NRC IRAP’s Defence Industry Assist provides advice and funding to SMBs investing in research and 
development of technologies that address the capability needs of the Canadian Armed Forces.  
 
National Research Council Canada. NRC IRAP support for SMEs developing defence and dual-use 
technologies. https://nrc.canada.ca/en/support-technology-innovation/nrc-irap-support-smes-developing-
defence-dual-use-technologies  

https://nrc.canada.ca/en/support-technology-innovation/nrc-irap-support-smes-developing-defence-dual-use-technologies
https://nrc.canada.ca/en/support-technology-innovation/nrc-irap-support-smes-developing-defence-dual-use-technologies
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This approach would reduce entry barriers, accelerate firm progression and broaden participation 
beyond established suppliers, creating a national pathway for smaller domestic firms to contribute 
to Canada’s defence industrial base.  
 

Mobilizing Post-Secondary Capacity 

The Defence Industrial Strategy and BOREALIS create an opportunity to better connect Canada’s 
research strengths with defined defence requirements.  Federal research funding should be used 
more deliberately to support this shift, ensuring that public investments are aligned with Canada’s 
defence, security and industrial priorities. 
 
A defence- and dual-use-oriented approach to research funding would help mobilize the full post-
secondary ecosystem around mission-relevant challenges.  It should recognize that defence 
innovation requires different types of capacity at different stages.  Universities bring expertise 
conducting fundamental research and knowledge creation, while polytechnics pragmatically apply 
and validate those discoveries to solve defined challenges.  Canada needs both. 
 
For example, a defence-relevant project may require university expertise in advanced materials, 
quantum, health sciences or secure communications, alongside polytechnic expertise in 
prototyping, field testing, technology adaptation and industry engagement.  The value comes from 
combining these strengths around an identified problem. 
 
Rather than funding research in isolation, projects should be assessed based on whether they offer 
a credible pathway to operational relevance.  This would help ensure that public research 
investments are connected to the practical needs of the Canadian Armed Forces, defence industry, 
public safety partners and dual-use technology markets.  
 
From the perspective of the military and industry, what matters most is whether the team can solve 
the problem, validate the technology and move it closer to use.  Funding eligibility must reflect that 
reality. 
 

Member Success Stories 

RRC Polytech: EV Tundra Buggy 
RRC Polytech’s Vehicle Technology & Energy Centre worked with Noble Northern and Frontiers 
North Adventures to develop the first Electric Vehicle Tundra Buggy, adapting heavy vehicle 
electrification for Churchill’s subarctic conditions.  The project involved integrating an electric 
powertrain, repurposing an e-bus battery and validating performance, range, reliability and safety in 
a demanding operating environment.  
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SAIT: Medical Delivery Using Drones 
The Southern Alberta Institute of Technology’s Medical Delivery Using Drones project, developed 
with the University of Calgary, demonstrates how polytechnic applied research can support 
emergency healthcare delivery in remote communities.  Through SAIT’s Centre for Innovation and 
Research in Unmanned Systems, the project tested the use of remotely piloted aircraft systems to 
deliver medical supplies, including personal protective equipment, COVID-19 test kits and medical 
devices.  
 
Saskatchewan Polytechnic: Digital Integration Centre of Excellence 
Saskatchewan Polytechnic’s Digital Integration Centre of Excellence is developing and testing a low-
cost, multi-agent artificial intelligence drone system for autonomous command and control.  This 
work supports Canada’s sovereign industrial base by advancing domestically developed counter-
Uncrewed Aerial System capabilities and strengthening applied expertise in defence-relevant AI and 
systems integration.  
 
Sheridan: Trauma-Informed AI Chatbot 
Sheridan’s Centre for Applied AI is leading an applied research project with a government partner to 
develop a trauma-informed chatbot for military personnel and veterans who have experienced 
sexual trauma.  The tool is designed to support resource navigation while integrating responsible AI 
principles, privacy considerations and user-centred design.  
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About 

Polytechnics Canada is the voice of leading research-intensive, publicly supported polytechnics and 
institutes of technology.  We advocate for federal action in areas where polytechnics provide 
solutions for a more innovative, productive and globally competitive country.  Polytechnics Canada 
members play a critical role in addressing some of the country’s greatest challenges.  Through their 
facilities and networks, our members provide meaningful solutions to industry problems and 
accelerate knowledge transfer. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cover photos courtesy of Saskatchewan Polytechnic, Fanshawe, the British Columbia Institute of Technology 
and RRC Polytech.  
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