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“The Turbulence Experts” and Enablers of Science

R

olf Lueck has been a scientist specializing in ocean turbulence for more than
thirty years and was, until 2005, a pro-

fessor of oceanography at the University of Victoria. As part of his research, he built turbulence
profiler instruments for both his own use and for
a few other academic researchers. At that time,
there were no commercial sources for the equipment used to measure turbulence in lakes and
oceans. Rolf lectured widely on the topic and
became a consultant to a Japanese firm looking
to commercialize his technology. He helped se-

Fabian Wolk (left) and Rolf Lueck (right)

cure a job for Fabian Wolk, his previous graduate

facilities at the University of Victoria to build the
instruments. In 2005, it was clear that the demand
for the instruments was significant enough to
support a business. They decided to incorporate
RSI, purchase a building and started the venture
in earnest.

student and employee, at that same Japanese
company, to complete the development of their
first turbulence profiler. After 2½ years Fabian
was ready to return to Canada.
| 2002 |
Fabian moved back to Canada from Japan in
2002 and set up a small agency to sell in North
America the product line of his former Japanese
employer – including the turbulence profiler that
Rolf helped to develop. Fabian met with Rolf and
said, “If you build it, I sell it.” With those words
Rockland Scientific Inc. (RSI) was launched, at
least in their imaginations. The company designs
and manufactures high accuracy instrumentation for oceanographic research. Initially the two
operated independently using Rolf’s laboratory

There were no
commercial sources for the
equipment used to
measure turbulence.
The market for turbulence profilers is mainly
limited to academic and government researchers. The larger market for oceanographic instrumentation is for Conductivity, Temperature and
Depth (CTD) measurement tools. Rolf and Fabian
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had originally thought they would sell the turbulence
profilers to generate the capital required to develop and
sell their own CTD equipment, designed by Rolf. While
the CTD market is significantly larger than the size of the
turbulence profiler market, it is a mature market and is
dominated by one large well-run player that holds a significant position and produces a good product. Though
Rockland had received funding through the National Research Council – Industrial Research Assistance Program
(NRC-IRAP), they decided put the CTD on the backburner
and focus their efforts on the turbulence profiler market
where they were beginning to gain traction.

In the early years of Rockland, Fabian developed their
market niche for turbulent profilers, and transformed the
company from a mere manufacturer into an “enabler of
science” that was trusted by the scientific community,
the economic driver of their business. Importantly, they
were scientists selling to other scientists. There was little
competition and sales had increased to over a million
dollars within the first two years of operations. Rockland’s reputation for supplying high quality instrumentation and top-notch support services was growing. They
understood this market segment.

They transformed the company
from a mere manufacturer into an

‘enabler of science’ that was trusted
by the scientific community.
| 2008 |
The first product line of turbulence profilers was predominantly custom-built instruments to be deployed on
large research vessels. Such equipment has a long shelf
life. In 2008, Rolf and Fabian were concerned that they
would saturate the market. They recognized the need to
diversify their product line and expand geographically.
While selling to researchers has proven to be a lucrative market niche, it is also characterized by a long sales
cycle. Purchasing scientific equipment involves writing a
proposal, a review and possibly rewriting that proposal,
funding authorization, and institutional approval, all of
which can stretch out a sale by as much as three years.
For example, the 2008 market downturn did not affect
Rockland until 2010 when revenues fell significantly
(30%).
Being scientists themselves, Rolf and Fabian could
see the benefit of offering a modular system where the
instrumentation could be launched autonomously on a
An early Rockland product, the VMP-6000 vertical profiler.
Its operation is very personnel and ship-time intensive.

variety of vehicles. They had an order for the first unit
before it was even developed. These modular systems
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now represent 50% of Rockland’s revenues. Because the
new modular units are less expensive, in combination
with the proliferation of glider platforms for conducting scientific surveys, the Rockland instruments became

Fabian lobbied strongly to abandon the project but the
Japanese partner would not let Rockland back out. They
had a very committed customer in China that wanted a
solution.
Rockland stayed with the project to maintain their re-

Their reputation for supplying

lationship with the Japanese partner. Rockland is known

high quality instrumentation

for producing quality products and will not release a new

was growing.

one until it meets the Rockland standards. In the end,
a full re-design morphed the XMP into quite a different,

more accessible and widespread. This was a significant

semi-disposable instrument, which now works reliably.

milestone for the company. The pro-active approach

Fabian is currently looking for applications of this tech-

changed their image in the market, away from a bou-

nology in the deep-sea resource extraction market (min-

tique, on-call instrumentation maker to an innovative

and solution-based company, giving Rockland a competi-

ing, oil and gas).

tive edge.
| 2012 |
In 2012 Rockland formed a strategic alliance with the
same Japanese firm that previously engaged both Rolf
and Fabian. Under the partnership agreement, the Japanese firm abandoned the manufacturing of turbulence
profilers and would instead purchase such instrumentation from Rockland for distribution in the Asian market.
This gave Rockland their desired geographic expansion
and a much needed cash injection.
Fabian and Rolf crafted the idea of producing a disposable profiler, the XMP. The instrument would be deployed
and abandoned at the sea bottom after it had collected
and transmitted the data. Their Japanese partner felt

The modular MicroRider mounted on the Slocum underwater glider (yellow) operates autonomously for up to
three months.

When Fabian began knocking on doors in 2003 he knew

that a disposable unit would sell well in the Chinese
market and, as part of their investment into Rockland’s

all the scientists active in the field and the projects they

technology, they contributed financially to the devel-

were working on. They are now getting requests from

opment of this product. This proved to be a “golden

individuals and companies that they have never heard

handcuff.” Even after numerous attempts and engineer-

of but who are actively seeking out Rockland. By being

ing revisions the XMP would not work reliably. Rockland

“enablers of science,” they have created a market space

invested heavily into the XMP project with their own

that is larger than the one originally envisioned. At the

cash, plus raised NRC-IRAP funds and claimed Scientific

same time, their strong relationships with their custom-

Research and Experimental Development (SR&ED) tax

ers and visceral understanding of the market is a barrier

credits in support of the project. There were times when

to potential competitors.
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| The

Future |

Rockland is now trying to expand the service aspect of
their business. They are beginning to offer their expertise
and technology as a service package to organizations
outside of academia. These clients are more interested
in the information resulting from the measurements than
in owning and operating the instruments, and many lack
the appetite to purchase the equipment. The ocean renewable energy sector, marine mining consortiums, and
climate change researchers are examples of potential
“service” clients.
The “golden handcuff” disposable profile.

The montrous Nemo being deployed in Islay Sound, Scotland, by RSI personnel to collect turbulence data for the tidal
energy development industry.
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Rockland is now beginning to offer their
technology and expertise as a service
package to organizations outside
of academia who are more
interested in the information from the
instruments than owning and
operating the equipment.

The generous and
timely support by the
National Research Council –
Industrial Research
Assistance Program has been
a significant contribution to

the company’s growth.
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