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green feaTure

showcases 
Canada’s talentBy  Jennifer Sorlie

By now, we hope you have heard the buzz 

surrounding Clean 15, a nationwide clean tech-

nology competition, showcasing 15 of Canada’s 

top cleantech companies. Last week, CBJ had the 

opportunity to catch up with one of the Clean 

15 creators to talk more about the competition, 

how it got started and why companies need clean 

technology.
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The story begins in Peru, where our protago-

nist, Dwayne Matthews, was living for a few years. 

On one excursion, Matthews drove around la 

Oroya, a town of about 33,000 people. “It’s a min-

ing town,” he describes, “and it’s probably one 

of the most polluted places on the planet.” He’s 

right; the town landed a place on the Blacksmith 

Institute’s 2007 Top Ten World’s Worst Polluted 

Places. 

“Most of the people there were actually very 

ill,” Matthews recalls. “One of the major needs 

was cleaner technology to clean up the processes. 

The people needed it urgently.”

That drive around la Oroya affected Mat-

thews. In fact, when he returned to Canada, he 

and business partner Craig Weissenfels created a 

company, called Drayton Weissenfels, to promote 

clean technology through open innovation. 

as Matthews puts it, “Drayton Weissenfels con-

nects clean technologies to international markets 
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and fortune 500 companies. a lot of larger busi-

nesses recognise that to be agile in the economy 

today, they need to license technologies from out-

side, that sometimes it just makes more sense to 

partner with a smaller company. What we do is 

find those small, cleantech companies and intro-

duce them to larger organizations.” 

Creating Clean 15

It was Matthews and Weissenfels who thought 

up the idea of the Clean 15 contest. To them, 

it represented a great way to shed light on the 

cleantech industry and its challenges. To make the 

dream come alive, Drayton Weissenfels collaborat-

ed with Canadian Business Magazine, and its stra-

tegic partners Yet2.com and OCeTa, all of whom 

were excited to get on board.   

“We created the Clean 15 competition in re-

sponse to a problem in the cleantech arena in Can-

ada,” Matthews explains. But first, the good news. 

“One of the things most evident to us is that Can-

ada has done a fantastic job providing demonstra-

tion funds for clean technology companies. There 

are a number of arm’s-length organizations that 

have coughed up considerable amounts of mon-

ey. Those funds were created to solve a problem 

known in our field as ‘the valley of death,’ a term 

that refers to the difficult period between proof-

of-concept and actual development.”

What Matthews and Weissenfels recognise is 

there’s a second ‘valley of death,’ and it has noth-

ing to do with proving your technology works.  He 

says that a lot of people believe the ‘if I build it, 

they will come’ scenario, that if they can just show 

their technology, others will buy it. 

“What we’ve found is the second 
‘valley of death’ is market intrigue,” 
Matthews says. “It’s a matter 
of actually entering the market. 
The people that are successful 
are usually the ones who made 
connections to get themselves 
into the door. That’s our role. We 
use the Clean 15 as a platform 
to highlight Canada’s best clean 
technologies and commercialise 
them to drive successful deals.”

If Drayton Weissenfels’ main goal is to propa-

gate clean technology into the world, Clean 15 is a 

great opportunity, especially with so much expo-

sure. 
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Much ado about something

even on slow days, there has to be a story before 

media will contact someone for an interview. Why, 

then, does Matthews believe the Clean 15 has gener-

ated so much interest?

“I think it’s because we have identified a very 

niche problem,” he says. “The entire world is restruc-

turing itself around going after cleantech opportu-

nities. Many countries are really trying to get their 

cleantech industries and sectors up and running, so 

they can capture that market. In Canada, our focus 

has been on demonstration, supporting the early 

stages of cleantech commercialisation. In the later 

stages, however, the problem becomes about how 

these companies partner with reference-worthy com-

panies and gain credibility. The Clean 15 competition 

is garnering attention because we’ve been able to 

emphasize that need, while simultaneously making 

it better.”

When asked about expanding the contest to in-

clude other locations, Matthews wasn’t keen on the 

idea, saying they don’t want to spread themselves 

too thin and become a mile wide and an inch deep. 

Besides, Canada has a lot offer in the cleantech in-
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dustry and Matthews wants to see our companies 

thrive.

“We think Canada has a massive role to play in 

terms of clean technology,” he notes, which is true. In 

Ontario alone, there are 110 cleantech companies—

the majority of which are small companies that are 

led by first-time chief executives. “We know there is 

a lot going on in the country, and we really want to 

focus on getting those companies out into the inter-

national markets. We are looking for the next baby 

rIM.” 

The winner is...

This year’s winner, announced at the end of Sep-

tember, is Vive nano, a company that specializes in 

materials design, using innovative technology to find 

simple answers to big issues. 

The technology itself is difficult to explain, but the 

result carries a broad number of applications, includ-

ing crop protection, water purification and increased 

efficiency in biofuels. In short, Vive nano has created 

ultra-small, water dispersible nanomaterials that are 

easily incorporated into existing products and pro-

cesses to eliminate harmful chemicals. 

“We think Canada has a massive role to play in terms 
of clean technology,” he notes, which is true. In On-
tario alone, there are 110 cleantech companies—the 
majority of which are small companies that are led 
by first-time chief executives. “We know there is a lot 
going on in the country, and we really want to focus 
on getting those companies out into the international 
markets. We are looking for the next baby RIM.”
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“So far, Vive nano has attracted $3.8 million 

from Sustainable Development Technology Canada 

and is in the late stages of closing in on a significant 

amount of money, as well,” says Matthews. “Their 

specific technology matches very well with our shop-

ping list. We know there are companies out there 

that are trying to increase food supply and protect 

their water. We believe this company has extremely 

large potential.” The company’s work remains in the 

lab for now, but winning the Clean 15 will help gain 

exposure among potential customers.

Besides exposure, there is a competition prize val-

ued at over $60,000. Vive nano will be given direct 

access to top-targeted global 500 executives at Yet2.

com’s exclusive fortune 500 executive briefing. The 

access includes an exhibit table display, as well as the 

opportunity to present directly to executives seek-

ing Vive nano’s clean technologies. Vive nano will 

also receive approximately $20,000 worth of product 

commercialization and channel development services 

from Drayton Weissenfels.

Less process, more profits

at the end of our interview, we asked Matthews 

what he wanted to convey to Canadian entrepre-

neurs and executives. 

“The key message would probably be that there 

is a misconception that reducing your carbon foot-

print is expensive,” he says. “In our experience, we 

have found a number of technology and application 

companies that say different. We have learned that 

incorporating cleantech is a straight business prop-

osition—whether you believe in climate change or 

not. Decreasing consumption will inevitably reduce 

costs and squeeze out more profits.”

In other words, cleantech makes sense. and as 

long as energy costs increase, there will be a continu-

ing need for Canada’s clean technology. fortunately, 

there is no shortage of drive or ability on their end.  

and as more organizations, such as Drayon Weissen-

fels, walk cleantech companies through the shadows 

of the valley of death, there is no reason why Canada 

can’t be a global competitor.  

To learn more about Clean 15, visit the www.

clean15.com website. If you are a clean 

technology company interested in entering 

next year’s competition 2010, e-mail a 

letter of interest to: info@clean15.com


