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Montreal AI Ecosystem 

Report written by Mats Nordlund1 
Version 2, 12 Nov 2018 

This report is a result of a fact-finding visit to Montreal during November 5-7, 2018. During this visit 
we visited institutions of the ecosystem, incubators, startup companies, and large companies. 

In this report, focus is placed exclusively on the ecosystem, together with its key institutional 
components.  

What were the key findings? 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) is discussed internationally as a transformative technology with the same 
potential to fundamentally change the way we live and work as, for example, the combustion engine, 
electricity, and the internet did. Therefore, the AI field is currently receiving the highest level of 
attention and significant funding by governments, academic organizations, and the private sector 
alike. AI ecosystems are being established on a macro and micro scale with the purpose of 
accelerating research, education, and innovation to compete for talent, market share, and quality of 
living in the national, regional, and global economy. 

A number of key strategies are used by those who are, or want to become, leaders in developing and 
reaping the benefits from the opportunities opened up by AI. These strategies include: 

• Establish a clear set of ethical values for how to develop and use AI. This is a “must have” to 
attract talent who want their skills to be used for the good of humanity and society. 

• Co-locate resources. Gathering academics, industry, and startups all in one locale makes 
spontaneous discussions, sharing ideas, and the establishment and implementation of joint 
projects far more effective than when people are physically scattered. This is the key way to 
compete both for talent and results.  

• Access to good data - this will be a key driver of research, innovation, and development in 
this field. Transparent and effective data management, in terms of procurement, access 
management, and tracking (the latter of which is critical to comply with GDPR) is crucial.  

• Upgrade your educational system - equal focus on life-long-learning as on producing new 
university graduates. There are many professionals who will need to learn aspects of AI very 
soon. Likely, mathematicians and science professionals have the right “tool set” to acquiring 
AI expertise in a short time. 

• Ensure startup companies can try their ideas and grow. Much of the AI innovation will first 
arise in small companies. Pairing them with anchor companies (big companies) in their 
sectors help both sides innovate rapidly and effectively. 

• A very strong sense of urgency. Competition is strong for talent, to capture market share, 
and build brand. Being slow is not an option for those who want to lead. 

• Benchmark and partner: The world is moving very fast. Ensure key players are monitored and 
good ideas incorporated into the ecosystem quickly. 

AI Innovation of Sweden is envisioned to have these components. It is critical to keep this vision 
intact, and further build speed and momentum around this initiative to enable us to position the 
Swedish AI ecosystem as one of the leaders in Europe. 

                                                             
1 Funding for this visit was provided by Zenuity and Vinnova. 
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Why Montreal? 

Today, Montreal has one of the best and fastest developing AI ecosystems in the world. It has 
achieved such a high reputation that companies, AI experts, academics, and students are queuing up 
to become a part of this ecosystem while international delegations line up to come for 
benchmarking, partnering, and fact-finding missions. 

Some key AI-companies having located, or are about to locate, significant resources in Montreal 
include Google (Deep mind), Amazon, Microsoft, Facebook, IBM, etc., but also manufacturing 
companies such as Samsung, Thales, Huawei, Intel, and Ericsson. At the same time more companies 
are on the way. 

Having achieved this outstanding success in a very short time makes Montreal a key benchmark, and 
potential partner, for AI Innovation of Sweden to serve as an inspiration, source of ideas, and 
potential strategic collaboration on ecosystem establishment and collaboration. 

For a good summary2, see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LVXkISpbq2k 

What is the secret sauce? 

The key components of the recipe for Montreal’s success boils down to the following ingredients 

• The base: Strong universities and fundamental research 
• The brain: A thought leader with high integrity and stature  
• The brand: Responsible AI (The Montreal Declaration) and Deep Learning (Yoshua Benji) 

The cooks of the secret sauce collaborated using their personal traits, tools, and techniques that can 
be captured as: 

• The boldness: Several government agencies, industry and local universities collaborated and 
demonstrated leadership with a strong sense of urgency for the greater good. 

• The building: A new place for co-location of up to 3 000 persons located at “0 Mile Ex” will 
enable a high level of interaction and idea sharing to accelerate AI development and 
innovation. 

• The brokerage: Constructive dialogue among all participants to get acceptance for AI in 
society. 

• The borders: Make talent capture easy by providing visas for key people to move to Canada 
in 5-10 days and find housing. 

The result is that Montreal has an AI ecosystem characterized by excellence, a strong sense of 
urgency and opportunity, access to funding, promotion of AI, and a brain gain from the rest of the 
world. At this time this ecosystem has achieved critical mass and is self-generating. 

What made this happen? 

The big “AI-awakening” in Quebec and Montreal was the 2016 Denver conference. At that time 
Quebec government did not know what AI was, but realized that the key question to address was 
“how do we construct an AI ecosystem for the benefit of society?” An extensive strategy and 
program were quickly established and launched to capture the opportunities available.3 

                                                             
2 More resources can be found at https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=montreal+ai+hub  
3 https://ai.quebec/ 
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In the two years that followed, Montreal committed funding and built its AI ecosystem by leveraging 
a set of existing but disconnected components that had existed before 2016 and complementing 
these with additional components. This strategy rests on five orientations: 

1. Increase confidence/social acceptability and understanding of AI 
2. Broad adoption of AI to ensure economic growth and stimulate innovations 
3. Foster a healthy transition via an open dialogue involving all actors 
4. Protection of data privacy and cyber security = key pillars of AI 
5. AI will allow innovations to promote business productivity in a sustainable way 

The underlying principle of the entire effort is accelerating innovation through increased interaction. 
Don’t let academia be separated from others. Have professors, researchers, and students together. 
Have small companies co-located with big.  

As a result, Montreal has now established a large physical space (0 Mile Ex) very centrally where big 
companies, startups, university etc. can co-locate. This comprises 2 buildings in downtown with place 
for 3 000 individuals. People and companies are very keen to move in and many professors and 
students are already there. 

What are the “core strengths” of Montreal’s AI research system? 

Three core strengths have evolved and serve as the intellectual drivers of the ecosystem 

• Deep learning 
o Centered around Yoshua Bengio and his lab MILA. Attracting a lot of companies and 

scientists to Montreal. 
• Combination of AI and operations research (OR) 

o Building on existing strengths in OR and complementing this with scientists in AI 
(including but not limited to Deep Learning). Forming a good basis for startup 
companies. 

• Responsible AI (https://www.montrealdeclaration-responsibleai.com/)  
o Starting early, Montreal has had a clear focus on responsible AI and ensured this has 

become part of everything that they do. This is now a key part of the Montreal AI 
brand and is very attractive to many researchers. 

What are areas Montreal is working to improve? 

It was felt that Canada is good at fundamental research but that this did not propagate to 
commercialization in industry, thus a number of new components and incentives are being created 
to address this weakness. This includes 

• Communication between industry and academia 
o Tech transfer centers are created. In the long term, it is likely going towards one 

actor to act as a portal for the entire system. 
o IVADO has been established to pilot this 

• Cross sector collaboration 
o Incentives with extra funding for cross sector projects (e.g., aerospace – medtech, 

etc.) have been established by the government. 
• Involvement of anchor organizations (i.e., big companies) in each sector of the AI ecosystem 

(e.g., technical products, fintech, lifescience, social science, etc) is very important to help pull 
up SMEs. 
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What are opportunities for partnership and collaboration?  

The success of Montreal has created a big stress on the system and individual researchers as many 
companies, delegations, etc. want to come for visits, establish collaboration, etc. Montreal institutes, 
etc. are currently very selective about who to establish partnerships with, and who gets to meet the 
key researchers.  

MILA expressed the following around collaboration and exchanges: 

• Academic collaboration and exchanges 
o Want to set up agreements with institutions which can be bilateral – a real exchange 

with two-way movements. Can’t just have student or academics from everywhere 
come to MILA. 

o Current academic partners are generally top universities like MIT, Stanford, Turing 
institute, ETH, etc. 

o MILA is not ready for international partnerships yet at the leadership level 
• Company partners 

o Focus is on companies with a local presence: One possibility is to leverage Ericsson, 
which has presence in Quebec and was a founding member of MILA, though 
currently not listed as a partner 

o Want to work with ethical companies who subscribe to Responsible AI (i.e., not 
defense and not financial companies who have a reputation of building “fake value”). 

o Partners should not only have deep pockets, they should also be willing to share 
knowledge. 

• Agreements and IP 
o MILA has exceptional advantage in negotiations. Everyone wants to come, everyone 

wants their students, etc. Thus, MILA picks who they want to work with and sets the 
conditions in any agreement – take it or leave it. 

o Patents are not actively pursued for several reasons: they are obsolete by the time 
they issue, and they can prevent collaboration within MILA. No one want to work 
with companies that operate like “bunkers” (e.g., Apple). 

How could Swedish entities establish collaboration in Montreal ecosystem? 

Overall the situation is as follows 

• Canada has five universities in the top 100, and the two universities in Montreal are placed 
44 (McGill) and 90 (University of Montreal).4 

• Sweden has three in the top 100 (Karolinska 40, Uppsala 87, Lund 98). The two top technical 
universities are KTH (187) and Chalmers (in the range 201-250)5. 

• Montreal is concentrating and co-locating the key stakeholders in their AI ecosystem at the 0 
Mile Ex location. Swedish efforts are still fragmented. AI Innovation of Sweden will play a key 
role to provide a place.  

Because the perceived difference in strength (especially to the Swedish technical universities), it is 
hard to “get noticed” in the competition for attention in Montreal. Furthermore, Sweden do not yet 
have a national center or environment where AI researchers, industry, and startups are co-located to 

                                                             
4 https://www.timeshighereducation.com/student/best-universities/best-universities-canada  
5 https://www.timeshighereducation.com/student/best-universities/best-universities-sweden  
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enable high frequency interaction between key experts, companies, and students. Rather, Swedish AI 
research is fragmented, distributed and relatively unknown. 

The best strategy from this starting point is to identify the key strengths in Sweden that are unique 
and could be of interest to the academic community in Montreal. Then offer bi-lateral opportunities 
in these areas. Such opportunities can most likely be found in the following areas: 

• Life-science and health, especially access to data both in companies and public health. 
• The Data factory, a new concept that is evolving and could set a new international standard. 
• Exploring large datasets donated by companies and the public sector and becoming available 

through the data factory. 
• Transport and mobility, especially access to anchor companies and their data. 
• Combination of AI, Control Theory and connectivity – key components of autonomous 

systems where Sweden is strong in Control Theory and Connectivity and Montreal 
complements this with AI strength. 

It was mentioned by one researcher that Sweden has some research combining Machine Learning 
and Security, and that Sweden is a leader in patient data. Possibilities may exist around these areas. 

A further key to be able to establish collaboration is for Sweden to embrace the Responsible AI 
values and make a local implementation of these. 

Once AI Innovation of Sweden is established and has participation, there are additional opportunities 
to attract researchers, students, and others to have bi-lateral exchanges with Sweden. 

What mechanisms exists to support collaboration? 

There are several ways to get support for collaboration with the Montreal Ecosystem. It is possible to 
get support for research projects, exchanges, internships, visits, etc. Key funding sources are: 

• MITACS - https://www.mitacs.ca/en 
• Vinnova, grants for mobility and projects. https://www.vinnova.se/  
• CIFAR -    https://www.cifar.ca/ai  
• Horizon 2020 (Quebec is a partner) 

https://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/data/ref/h2020/other/hi/h2020_localsupp_cana
da_en.pdf  

Participants in the fact-finding visit 

• Adel Daoud, Turing Fellow, Post doc Harvard, Senior lecturer University of Gothenburg 
• Anders Arpteg, Principal Data Scientist, Peltarion  
• Anders Wennberg, Director Industrial Relations, Chalmers University of Technology 
• Jan Kilhamn, Head of R&D Healthcare, Region Västra Götaland  
• Jenny Almkvist, Regional Developer Life Science, Region Västra Götaland 
• Justin Schneiderman, Assistant Professor, University of Gothenburg 
• Martin Svensson, Program Director at Lindholmen Science Park, and part of team behind AI 

Innovation of Sweden 
• Mats Nordlund, Director Research and Special Projects, Zenuity 
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A comparison of some of the components in Montreal’s and Sweden’s AI Ecosystem 

Montreal Ecosystem Swedish Ecosystem 
AI Cluster Steering Committee 
https://ai.quebec/ 

Steering committee/ Founder forum of AI 
Innovation of Sweden (under construction) : 
https://www.ai-innovation.se/en  

CRIM 
www.crim.ca 

SICS/RISE, Additional local examples include 
Chalmers industriteknik and Fraunhofer-Chalmers 
Center. 

0 Mile ex 
http://omileex.com/en  

AI Innovation of Sweden – Arena including Co-
location (under construction) 

MILA 
https://mila.quebec/en/  

Don’t have  
Could be CHAIR. Need fulltime leadership on AI, 
critical mass and colocation 

IVADO (part of Univ of Montreal) 
https://ivado.ca/en/  

Don’t have, but will indirectly  
Could be created as part of AI Innovation of Sweden  

SCALE AI: Strategic AI program for supply 
chains https://aisupplychain.ca/  

Similar in concept to Vinnova’s SIPs or Vinnväxt.   

Don’t have AI Innovation of Sweden’s Data Factory (under 
construction) 

Few anchor companies Many anchor companies in all verticals 
Clear values – responsible AI Don’t have 

Must be developed 
Thought leaders in AI Don’t have 

Need to recruit, start with founding fellows 
Brandname in AI Don’t have 

Need to invest and build 
Montreal International 
http://www.montrealinternational.com/en/  
Incoming support, easy moving to Montreal 

Similar to Business Region Göteborg, Invest 
Stockholm, etc. 
Need to strengthen visa and entry support. 

CRIAQ 
http://www.criaq.aero/2016/  

Similar to Innovair 
Sweden has several similar programs FFI, etc. 

CIFAR 
https://www.cifar.ca/  

Don’t have 
 

 


