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Surrey’s Israel ties foster health tech partnership
TECHNOLOGY | B.C. city and Middle Eastern country have been building their relationship for years

By Patrick Blennerhassett
news@biv.com

After the election of Ste-
p h en H a r p er  i n  2006, 
ending almost a decade 

and a half of Liberal governance, 
the newly elected conservative 
leader signalled a shift in policy 
toward israel. Harper forged a 
close relationship with israeli 
Prime minister Benjamin Net-
anyahu, strengthening ties be-
tween the countries in a number 
of areas, including policy, trade 
and science. 

one of the areas the two leaders 
deemed necessary to collabor-
ate on was neuroscience and the 
study of the brain. 

From 2010 to 2012, neuroscien-
tist Ryan D’Arcy, who then was 
working for the National Re-
search Council, co-led the brain 
delegation to the canada-israel 
Technology innovation sum-
mit. in 2013, D’Arcy returned 
alongside the city’s then-mayor, 
Dianne Watts, as part of sur-
rey’s i n novat ion b ou leva rd 
trade partnership – the first of 
numerous trips aimed at bol-
stering trade and technological 
co-operation between surrey 
and israel. 

n o w  s u r re y ’s  H e a l t h  a n d 
Technology District has signed 
a memorandum of understand-
ing (moU) with the Center for 
Digital Innovation (cDi) in is-
rael, further cementing a rela-
tionship between the countries’ 
health tech sectors. D’Arcy said 
the goal is to break away from a 
competitive mentality, whether 
it’s locally, regionally, nationally 
or internationally, and instead 
collaborate as a planet when it 
comes to issues like health care 
and technology.

“Rather than focus on what we 
are or are not doing here locally, 
our investment should be fo-
cused on who we partner with 
to bring us the requisite strength 
and expertise to take b.c. tech to 
a different stratosphere,” D’Arcy 
said.

with a population of just over 
eight million, israel has a widely 
respected technology sector that 
punches far above its weight. in 
a 2014 Forbes story naming the 
top 10 global health technology 

companies, six were from israel. 
Daniel Blumenthal, the cDi’s 

director of business develop-
ment, was in surrey recently to 
celebrate the moU. 

T he cDi i s  i n b e ersheba’s 

Advanced Technologies Park, 
widely known as the silicon val-
ley of the middle east. The cDi 
is a non-profit organization that 
also partners with Ben-Gurion 
University of the Negev, focusing 
on such areas as digital health 
care, aging, smart cities and 
start up companies. blumen-
thal said the goal is to continue 
to merge health care with both 
technology and business, and to 
let entrepreneurs drive innova-
tion as much as the scientists do.

“maybe it’s not fam iliar in 
canada, but it’s definitely the 
way innovation works in is-
rael  a nd d ef i n itely t he way 
ecosystems work i n israel,” 
blumenthal said. “The idea of 
looking at it from a business 
mind is something that is quite 
familiar. And thinking about the 
end result as a deliverable and 
getting something done, and i 
think that the’s ultimate point 
of this moU is to get something 
done.”

surrey’s innovation boule-
vard, a collaborative health-care 
technology venture between a 
number of entities including 
Simon Fraser University, Fraser 
Health, surrey memorial Hos-
pital and the City of Surrey, has 

itself blossomed over the past 
few years under the direction 
of D’Arcy. 

most recently vancouver de-
veloper the Lark Group, in part-
nership with the Dayhu Group, 
has sold out the first of eight of-
fice towers it has planned for its 
Health and Technology District 
within innovation boulevard. 
The second tower, now under 
construction, has sold 60% of 
its 172,000 square feet of office 
space at $500 per square foot. in 
all, the development will cover 
about one million square feet 
of office and retail space next 
to surrey memorial Hospital in 
a 600-hectare city centre re-
development that has spurred 
$12 billion in new construction 
over the past 10 years. israel’s 
cDi will also physically occupy 
space in the second tower. 

every year the Centre for Israel 
and Jewish Affairs takes around 
100 canadians on trips to israel, 
helping facilitate visits for such 
entities as the city of surrey, 
the provincial government and 
the Conference Board of Canada. 

David Berson, executive dir-
ector for the b.c. and Alberta 
region for Canadian Associates 
of Ben-Gu rion Un iversity of 

the Negev, was on hand at the 
official announcement for the 
moU, representing the centre 
for israel and Jewish Affairs. He 
noted the cultural implications 
of surrey and israel “trying to 
think outside of the box.” 

The partnership between the 
two countries’ hubs was final-
ized during a recent trade mis-
sion that was organized by the 
conference board of canada 
and participated in by Rowena 
R i z z ot t i ,  v ic e-p re s id e nt of 
health care and innovation for 
t he He a lt h a nd Tech nolog y 
District. 

The moU also seeks to offer a 
blueprint by which health tech-
nology can be shared between 
surrey and israel without hit-
ting the kind of roadblocks that 
might normally arise in inter-
national collaboration. 

berson also noted that beer-
sheba, the largest city in southern 
israel’s negev desert, has much in 
common with surrey.

“when i think of the mayor of 
beersheba and the mayor of sur-
rey, i think they’re both fighting 
to get themselves on the national 
map.” •

– With files from Frank O’Brien

From left, Larry Fisher, president of Lark Group; David Berson, executive director, B.C. and Alberta region, Canadian Associates of Ben-Gurion 
University of the Negev; Daniel Blumenthal, director of business development, Center for Digital Innovation Negev; South Surrey-White Rock MP 
Dianne Watts; and Rowena Rizzotti, vice-president of health care and innovation for Surrey’s Health and Technology District, announcing the 
memorandum of understanding with Israel’s Center for Digital Innovation | Submitted
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Rather than focus on what 
we are or are not doing here 
locally, our investment 
should be focused on who 
we partner with to bring us 
the requisite strength and 
expertise to take B.C. tech 
to a different stratosphere
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ryan D’arcy
Co-founder, InnovatIon Boulevard




