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TRADE

PLAYING [T

SMART

MEET THE 2018 ONTARIO EXPORTER

OF THE YEAR

Laipac Technology takes on the
world with smart and engaging
consumer electronics.

BY KIM LAUDRUM

world with innovative electronic prod-
ucts that are proving Canada is a player
in the growing smart tech space.

Indeed, Laipac earned the 2018 Ontario
Exporter of the Year Award for designing
and marketing its leading Internet of Things
(IoT) connected electronic products for
consumer, business and government markets
in more than 100 countries.

“Ontario companies are proving you
can take on the world and win. This year’s
export award winners each share incredible
international success stories and are models
for others to emulate,” said Jeff Brownlee,
publisher, Canadian Manufacturing.com and
PLANT Magazine, which hosted the award
in November.

Winners and finalists represent a wide

|_ aipac Technology Inc. is taking on the

Ontario Export Award winners

The winners of the 2018 Ontario Export Awards were an-
nounced at a gala event at the International Centre in Missis-

sauga, Ont. on Nov. 20:
* Clean Technology: Hydrogenics Corp.

* Consumer Products & Technology: Laipac Technology Inc.

e Food, Beverage, & Agriculture: Viva Naturals Inc.
e Manufacturing & Resources: Concours Mold Inc.
» Services: Switch Video

* Transportation Equipment: INKAS Corp.

e Emerging Exporter: Thornhill Research

¢ Leadership: Innovative Automation Inc.

e ExportExcellence: Trade Accelerator Program (TAP)
e Machines Italia Global Reach Award: BGI Retail Inc.

e Exporter of the Year: Laipac Technologies Inc.
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range of players in Ontario’s economy,
including transportation equipment and ser-
vices, to consumer products, food, beverage
and agriculture, and manufacturing and
resources.

In addition to the overall Exporter of the
Year Award, Laipac won the consumer cate-
gory for exports of its smart watch. And the
honours have continued.

Additional recognition came from Rich-
mond Hill, which honoured the company as
its Innovator of the Year. And in February,
Laipac will receive a German Design Award
for Outstanding Design Quality for its Look
Standalone Smartwatch Project.

What's the source of all this enthusiasm?
Laipac’s product line includes GPS locator
devices to track assets, vehicles and people.
Chief among these consumer products is
Laipac’s Look, a “smarter” watch that com-
bines safety and security features for the
user. It comes with GPS and an integrated
SOS button that allows the wearer to phone
a pre-set emergency number. Wi-Fi connec-
tivity and motion sensors detect falls and
there’s a push-to-talk button. This sleek,
waterproof watch that comes in
six colour combinations monitors
and records blood pressure, tem-
perature, heart rate and glucose
levels over time, and reminds
the wearer to take medications.
And it’s said to have “amazing”
stereo sound. Look II, the newest
version of the watch also features
avideo camera. In Canada, the
retail price for all that functional-
ity is $249.

The company’s story begins
in Argentina where Diego Lai,
following his graduation from
the Institute of Technology of
Buenos Aires with an electrical
engineering degree, was invit-

ed to the Canadian embassy late in 1997.
Canada was looking for help with its Y2K
problem at the time. Lai, who is CEO of the
company, and his wife Maria Pacini, Laipac’s
co-founder and CIO, were looking for a more
stable place than Argentina to do business
and raise their daughter Lisa (who is now
the company’s executive assistant and user
interface designer). They came north in 1999
and together started Laipac Technology with
$10,000 in the bank.

“We started at home, then rented a small
office in Richmond Hill, Lai says. “At that
time I only could understand about 20% En-
glish. I thought, maybe I could go to a trade
show in South America where I could speak
Spanish. I also speak a little Portuguese. So I
went to Brazil with an Ontario delegation to
Telexpo. I was lucky.”

There he discussed a project for a Call
ID phone display with Siemens and landed
the business. Other trade shows followed in
South Africa, India, Turkey, Germany, Spain,
Argentina, Peru and Mexico.

“I thought it was a good way for people to
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know us. I'm a technical guy and I like to dis-
cuss with customers’ their technical issues
and how I could solve their problems. Often
they were surprised. We put ourselves in
their shoes. I think that’s pretty important,”
Lai says.

Diversified markets

What's the key to Laipac’s success? Internet
of Things. Extensive product development
incorporating an IoT platform has blasted the
company into the stratosphere. The firm has
gained a foothold in consumer electronics,
law enforcement, healthcare, trucking, con-
struction, banking and now even agriculture.
It’s this diversity of markets that gives the
company a strong foundation in sales.

For example, Lola, a personal locator
bracelet equipped with a geofence feature
that issues alerts when the wearer ventures
past an allocated area, sells into law enforce-
ment and healthcare markets. Intended for
keeping offenders under house arrest, Lola
has other applications. A perpetrator with
arestraining order wears one, as does the

www.plant.ca

Diego Lai with the Look smart watch and Ontario Export-

er of the Year award. PHOTOS: RODNEY DAW

person who took out the order. If they come
too close to each other, an alert goes off on
both devices advising the perpetrator to
back off while the other person is warned

of the danger nearby. The device can also

be used in nursing homes to keep track of
Alzheimer patients. Lai has photos of former
Russian President Medvedev checking out
the Lola. Russia has placed an ongoing order
for long-term care facilities as have Indone-
sia and Mexico.

Laipac’s reputation grew from identifying
potential market segments for its products.
For example, the UK and Germany have
Lone Worker laws requiring safety protec-
tion for people working alone in potentially
dangerous situations. A geologist working
solo in the field, for example, could fall.
Wearing Laipac’s Look smart watch with fall
detection would alert help. Laipac has sold
the watches to the oil and gas industry in
Norway and Australia. Lai suggests North
America is not far from implementing similar
laws and anticipates sales of the safety
smart watch will soon increase.

Through word of mouth, Laipac landed a
contract to supply Airbus Defence and Space
with the Starfinder Lite. That’s a compact,
real-time vehicle-tracking device that pro-
vides the time and position of mobile assets.
Pemex, Mexico’s state-owned petroleum
company, has a recurring order of 200 to 300
Starfinder Lites to track its oil truck fleet.
Riyad Bank and the National Commercial
Bank, two of Saudi Arabia’s largest finan-
cial institutions, incorporate the Starfinder
Lite in their ATM machines. An embedded
geolocator will tell the banks if a machine
has been lifted out of its geofence and help
locate it. Laipac has sold 4,500 of these de-
vices to Saudi Arabia.

Lai has only good things to say about how
the Ontario government helped the family’s
company gain a foothold in the electronic
product market. Laipac was encouraged to
seek business through Ontario trade show
delegations. Support also came from the
federal agency Export Development Corp.
(EDC) in the early days.

In 2005 Laipac received a $12 million order
from Hyundai and Kia in South America
to deliver many units of the earlier version
of Starfinder. “At that time we didn’t have
enough cash to manufacture due to the
terms of payment. We might have had to wait
45 days or more. For a small company, that’s
a big risk,” he says.

Laipac’s smart products.

Diego Lai and Mark Wood at Microart Services in Rich-

mond Hill, Ont.

The Lai family: Lisa, Maria and Diego.

Both of Laipac’s OEA awards.

PHOTO: LAIPAC
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“TD Canada brought in EDC, which helped
us with pre-shipment financing. They cov-
ered from 75% to 90% of the project as a loan.
TD Canada also provided a 25% loan,” Lai
says. “We needed it only for the first order,
after that we were fine.” Without that help, he
says it’s unlikely they would have succeeded.

It may come as a surprise that Ontario’s
Exporter of the Year 2018 has not manufac-
tured the firm’s advanced IoT products in
Canada for some time. But that’s about to
change. As of December, Laipac has moved
the manufacture of its Lola enforcer bracelet
and Starfinder Lite device from China to Mi-
croart Services Inc., an electronic manufac-
turing and design services company based
in Markham, Ont. “If the price and cost was
right I would be producing in Canada 100%,”
Lai says.

Reasons for the change include escalating
labour costs in China, a decreasing Canadian
loonie relative to the US dollar, worldwide
positive recognition of products made in Can-
ada, and the threat of a 25% tariff in China.

The company’s focus is on what it does
best: designing new products, finding solu-
tions for customers, research and develop-
ment, marketing, sales and support. Some
products are shipped from its 9,000 square-
foot facility in Richmond Hill, Ont. where
there are 20 employees. Two more people
work in Laipac’s Taiwan location. There’s also
a business development manager in Mexico.

Mark Wood, CEO of Microart Services,
says his company has grown 16% per year
compounded over the past few years. “This
year we expect our growth to be 22%,” he

told PLANT during a tour of the firm’s
42,000 square-foot plant in Markham.
Microart employs 265 people. To what does
Wood attribute that explosive growth? Prod-
ucts like Laipac’s and the Internet of Things.

“There are more and more products
everyday that we are building. Non-tradi-
tional customers who, maybe five or 10 years
ago didn’t have any printed circuit boards
in their product, now — because of data ac-
quisition — are forced to add printed circuit
boards to acquire that data,” Wood says. An
example? “Water pumps. Traditionally these
were strictly mechanical. But now they re-
quire circuit boards to monitor the efficiency
of the pump itself.”

It’s a whole new ball game, Wood says.
“People have no idea where it’s going. It’s just
getting started.”

Printed circuit boards

Microart makes a diverse selection of
products for more than 150 clients — every-
thing from an airplane cockpit to automatic
paintball guns for leisure sports halls. Medical
devices is a growing sector for Microart as
the company adds electronic circuit boards to
devices that monitor heart rate or blood glu-
cose over time. Sensing devices also monitor
whether or not a person is dehydrated.

Wood sees electronics manufacturing
growing because many companies like
Laipac prefer to specialize in product design
and provide electronics solutions for their
customers. “It’'s an emerging trend,” he says.

Lai estimates the private company he
co-owns with his wife Maria invests 30% of

the annual budget in R&D, and the payoff is
worthwhile.

Laipac is currently working on an applica-
tion for cattle breeders. Using a heat sensor
monitor on a female cow helps determine
the optimum time for artificial insemination.
That could improve the cattle breeder’s suc-
cess rate from the current 45% to 90%.

The company recently patented a Dynamic
Crowd Assistance device designed to help
prevent stampedes in public places. The
project involved folks at Ryerson University,
aided by the Ontario Centres of Excellence.

Laipac is certainly taking on the world.
The more than 100 countries and regions it
exports to include Russia, Indonesia, much
of Europe, Turkey, Taiwan, Saudi Arabia,
Algeria, South Africa, South Pacific, Asia Pa-
cific, Australia, China, all of South America,
Mexico and the US.

Other manufacturers can do the same and
Lai encourages them to consider expanding
their businesses by exporting. “Don’t fear.
Canada is a great place for exports. Every-
thing is in place here. There are many kinds
of assistance. Go out and sell. Talk to people
to learn. Canadian companies should export
much more. The human capital here is great.
Canada has a very good image.”

And Laipac is adding some shine to that
image.

Kim Laudrum is a Toronto-based business
writer and regular contributor to PLANT.
E-mail klaudrum@rogers.com.

Comments? E-mail jterrett@plant.ca.

SUCCESSION
15 years for N.R. Murphy

A new owner, but part of the family

fter 75 years in the industrial air-quality busi-
ness, N.R. Murphy Ltd. has passed the torch
to new owners, butit’s keeping the company that
serves the North American market in the family.
Former sales manager Helder Armas has taken
over as the new president of the Cambridge,
Ont.-based manufacturer of dust collectors, fans

the company’s previous owner and its namesake.

said. “This is a legacy that | plan to carry on.”

man Murphy said.

and similar equipment for workplaces in many sectors. Armas is also now a
co-owner with his wife, Lori Armas, who is the daughter of Norman R. Murphy,

“Itis an honour to take over a business that has a highly esteemed repu-
tation for dedicated customer service and uncompromising quality,” Armas

“I couldn’t be happier keeping my 75-year-old business in the family,” Nor-

The N.R. Murphy story began in 1943, when William Murphy managed, then

Norman Murphy (right) passes the torch to son-in-law Helder Armas.

in Los Angeles.

Murphy-Rodgers manufactured products based on N.R. Murphy’s designs
and concepts for the US market, while the Canadian company manufactured
for the domestic and export markets.

The partnership lasted until the closure of Murphy-Rodgers Inc. in 2010, yet
N.R. Murphy has kept its American customer base.

So far the company has installed more than 14,000 dust-collection systems
across Canada. — Paul Vautour

Rodgers Machinery, an American company, and formed Murphy-Rodgers Inc.

later purchased Preston Price Air Condition-
ing. In 1948, he renamed the company Murphy
Sheet Metal and switched the focus to supply-
ing and installing dust-collection equipment.

As the firm continued to grow and expand
its customer base, Robert Murphy took it
over in 1956, and his son Norman became
vice-president when the company moved to
its present location six years later.

In 1966, Norman bought the company from
his father, and it became N.R. Murphy.

In 1972, N. R. Murphy partnered with
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