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Innovations 
toward a 
sustainable future 
 
2019 post-event report of the 
SRS organizing committee 
 
This year we kicked off the 2019 winter semester with the 9th edition of 
the Sustainability Research Symposium. Lead by a dedicated group of 
student organizers, we were pleased to welcome our key speakers as 
well as participants from McGill and the broader Montreal community 
to a full-day conference on the latest research developments on 
sustainability. After a lively evening at the Sustainability Soirée hosted 
by the McGill Sustainability Systems Initiative (MSSI), Innovations 
Toward a Sustainable Future brought together researchers and 
professionals at the forefront of sustainability research in a diversity 
fields and disciplines, including biochemistry, urban architecture, and 
epidemiology. We sought to foster discussions of sustainability and 
innovation that would encompass environment, climate change, healthy 
communities, and inclusive and equitable development. 
 

 

 

Sustainability 
Research 
Symposium 
____________ 
 
Who are we? 
 
Our mission is to facilitate 
connections among 
students, faculty and the 
wider McGill community by 
providing a venue to 
engage in the discussion of 
sustainability research at 
McGill across many 
disciplines. The SRS 
promotes a sustainable 
future using McGill’s 
greatest asset: its collective 
brainpower. 
 
Our symposium was 
generously supported by 
the McGill Sustainability 
Systems Initiative. 
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Our speakers 
This year we hosted three brilliant key speakers who brought together their diverse experiences 
working towards sustainability in both academic and non-academic settings.  
 
Dr. Scott Weichenthal from the Department of Epidemiology, Biostatistics, and Occupational 
Health applies machine learning to road-level pollution maps to determine how spatial variations 
in the air pollutant PM 2.5 could impart different levels of health risk associated for oxidative 
stress. His research program is dedicated to identifying and evaluating environmental risk factors 
for chronic diseases such as cancer and cardiovascular disease. 
 
Dr. Audrey Moores is an Associate Professor of Chemistry and Tier II Canada Research Chair in 
Green Chemistry (2007-17) at McGill University. Her recent research on the use of chitin-based 
nanomaterials was recently highlighted in Nature in 2016, and she was selected as an emerging 
leader in 2017 by the RSC journal Green Chemistry. Dr. Moores spoke to us about her work to 
produce plastics from biomass using a process that is safer and more efficient. 
 
Bruno Demers, sociologist and social entrepreneur, is specialized in non-profits and social 
enterprises that are highly relevant to sustainability. In 2011, with a grant from Équiterre, he 
launched RénoCyclage, an action-research project to benchmark and promote the best practices 
and social business models for the building material reuse and deconstruction sector. Mr. Demers 
reviewed his organization’s projects taking place both in Montreal and abroad. 
 
Professor Sylvain Coulombe, Associate Vice-Principal of Innovation and Partnerships, reviewed 
innovation here at McGill University and also facilitated our panel discussion. Professor 
Coulombe’s primary mandate is to support the overall mission of advancing research excellence 
at McGill while also increasing research performance and research intensity at the institution. His 
duties include overseeing the Office of Innovation and Partnerships within Research and 
Innovation, with the goal of driving the university’s progress in technology transfer and 
partnership programs with industry. 
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Key discussion points 
Recurring themes emerged around 
innovation and sustainability. Most 
speakers emphasized the importance of 
cross-disciplinary collaborations and 

the critical role events, including as the symposium 
itself as an avenue for promoting innovative 
partnerships. Dr. Weichenthal explored how his 
research on air pollution and potential risks to 
population-wide health is dependent on integrating 
multiple research methods and approaches and is 
best achieved through collaborating across disciplines. 

 
While many innovations are technological in nature, Bruno Demers highlighted social 
solutions related to the environment. He spoke about our need to fundamentally re-
think how we design products. Rather than focusing solely on product use, he urged 

us to ‘think forward’ with the product’s end-of-life in mind. He also challenged the notion of what 
is considered ‘innovative.’ Drawing on architecture’s history of re-using materials, Bruno 
reminded us that his organization’s approach to construction is not new, novel, or never seen 
before, but in fact a long-standing tradition. 

 
The panel suggested innovating how we communicate about sustainability and the way 
we collaborate, encouraging the audience to embed innovative thinking into our cultural 
narrative. Dr. Moores emphasized the need to engage with community. If these 

innovative products or techniques are meant to benefit society, the beneficiaries need to be at the 
decision-making table. Community engagement with innovative research taking place in academia 
is becoming increasingly important as growing access to technology makes citizen science much 
more accessible. 
 

Dr. Coulombe brought us back to how we 
choose to define ‘sustainability’ that determines 
and shapes the interventions we develop to 
address it. The panel discussion ended on the 
importance of measuring and monitoring our 
benchmarks for sustainability as feedback and 
real-time analysis make it easier for more and 
more people to make the choices in everyday life 
that will support health and the health of the 
planet. 
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Key Facts and Figures 
 

 
Who attended? 

  
 

  

Over 100 
attendees

11 student 
posters 

4 student 
lightning talks
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Promotional activities 
 

The SRS organizing team took considerable efforts to increase our reach this year. We now have 
over 150 Twitter followers and over 350 Facebook likes and follows. Our website was revamped 
to match the 2019 edition’s branding and accrued nearly 3000 webpage views and over 1000 
visitors leading up to the event - most of which appear to be a result of Facebook clicks and search 
engine referrals. 
 
 

 

 

@McGillSRS

An active
Facebook page

Monitored email
address

Improved
website

New logo!
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Support and Sponsorship 
 
We thank the MSSI for their generous support of this event, McGill’s Geographic Information 
Centre for their continued assistance, as well as the kind gift donations from our local sponsors. 

 

  
 

     
 

 
SRS Organizing team 2019 – Thank you! 

 

 

Sarah M. Mah (Co-lead), Joanna Ondrusek-Roy (Co-lead), Spencer Nelson (Communications), 
Lucy Lu (Outreach), Rémi St-Gelais (Finance), Patrick Slack (Academic Coordinator), Olivia 

del Giorgio (Logistics), Jennifer Langill (Logistics & Support), Hannah Whitlaw (Social Media) 
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