


In 1988, a group of seven researchers and faculty at the University of Idaho 
started a company to improve data transfer and storage. Since its founding 16 
years ago, Comtech AHA has had a number of successes. 

The company occupies a special niche: it specializes in lossless data compression 
and forward error correction. The original technologies that AHA produced 
were the Reed-Solomon error correction integrated circuit chip (IC) and 
hardware for accelerated storage in large databases. 

These first products were developed with special funding from both local 
investors and non recurring engineering expenses from companies like Hewlett-
Packard and Compaq. After early successes with the Reed-Solomon IC, 
AHA found funding from SIRTI to underwrite research at Washington State 
University. This project resulted in the high-speed Turbo Product Code (TPC) 
IC. When introduced on the market, the TPC was the fastest device of its kind. 
SIRTI funding also assisted in the development of high-end satellite VSAT 
modem systems.

The company’s other major market lies in lossless data compression hardware. 
This market consists of three main areas: computer tape drives for network 
backup, high-end digital copiers and compression board products for handling 
network traffic.

In July 2002, AHA was acquired by Comtech, a publicly-held, satellite 
communications systems company. The acquisition was a positive development 
for AHA and its hometown of Pullman. The new identity of Comtech AHA 
kept the spirit of AHA and the people who provided it. All of AHA’s employees 
were retained and more positions were added.

AHA’s new identity as Comtech AHA has provided considerable funding to 
pursue bigger projects and also brought to market the innovative work that 
AHA had in progress. It has also witnessed job growth. Development and 
engineering teams have been built up since AHA was purchased, adding 15 new 
employees.

In early 2005, Comtech AHA will be relocating to a state-of-the-art building in 
Moscow, Idaho. This move will consolidate the two buildings Comtech AHA 
currently occupies. Comtech AHA’s relationship to the Inland Northwest, 
University of Idaho and Washington State University will help it continue to 
enrich the Palouse and, at the same time, draw on the knowledge coming out of 
its universities.

Comtech AHA

Comtech AHA
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InnovaTek

Alumni
InnovaTek
If a hydrogen fueled technology is the path to the future, then InnovaTek is 
already traveling down it. In 1997, Dr. Patricia Irving founded InnovaTek with 
the aim of developing innovative energy and biotechnology solutions. 

Irving’s company has developed a number of notable products that are 
approaching the commercialization phase. InnovaGen is one such product. This 
fuel specializes in the reforming of “dirty” fuels, such as diesel, into hydrogen. 

In addition to fuel processing technologies, InnovaTek is moving forward with 
commercialization of Bioguardian™, an air sampler for bioaerosols based on the 
company’s research. The air samplers can be used to protect against biological 
warfare agents in military theaters and in civilian situations. The Bioguardian™ 
can also detect infectious organisms in hospitals, research labs, public building 
and food processing facilities.

One market of particular use for air samplers is the transportation industry. In 
confined spaces like airplanes and subways, the device will be able to monitor 
their air quality for biological weapons and other potentially hazardous air 
contaminants. The Bioguardian™ system builds on compactness and simplicity 
to use, making this technological accessible to a broad range of uses.

InnovaTek has also developed a companion product for the Bioguardian. 
These are portable decontamination systems. Using high voltage, non-thermal 

plasma technology, these systems targets a number of chemical and biological 
agents, including anthrax. InnovaTek has indentified other market areas for the 
technology, such as safety monitoring at meat and poultry preparation facilities, 
self-sterilizing air filtration systems and portable decontamination systems for 
plastic and metal surfaces.

SIRTI began its association with a predecessor company, Corona Catalysis, 
in 1996. According to Irving, “InnovaTek has benefited tremendously from 
our interactions with SIRTI. In our early years SIRTI provided financing that 
helped us develop early-stage prototypes that attracted significant sources of new 
funding for further development. We are now paying SIRTI a percentage of our 
product sales in repayment for those loans. We are very excited about SIRTI’s 
new opportunities such as their purchase order loan program, which will be a 
great help to young companies in dealing with cash flow issues.”



13

November 1, 2004

Nancy Isserlis
Chair of the Board
Spokane Intercollegiate Research & Technology Institute
665 Riverpoint Boulevard
Spokane, WA 99202

Dear Ms. Isserlis:

Congratulations to SIRTI for completing the first ten years in its building on the 
Riverpoint campus. As Mayor, I have been fortunate to preside over the blooming 
of Spokane’s national technology reputation. The awards our City and its many 
organizations have recently received makes me proud, and more importantly, 
confident in our ability to provide a technological future for our citizens.

SIRTI has long been in the middle of this effort. As the first building on the 
Riverpoint campus, it provided a symbol of our potential. As an early supporter 
of many of our community’s emerging technology companies, it provided vital 
first steps to regional innovators and entrepreneurs. Also, as a provider of unique 
incubator space, SIRTI has been vital both to local start-ups and to small technology 
companies relocating to our community.

As the Riverpoint campus continues to grow, so does SIRTI’s impact. The new 
SIRTI Technology Center will soon pioneer the southern half of the campus, much 
as SIRTI did when opened ten years ago on once barren, abandoned acres in the 
middle of our city. Accelerating economic development is central to my strategy for 
Spokane. SIRTI is central to many of our local technology efforts.

My best wishes to the fine board and staff of SIRTI on this ten-year milestone. 

Sincerely,

James E. West
Mayor

October 21, 2004

Nancy Isserlis, Chair
The Spokane Intercollegiate Research
and Technology Institute
665 Riverpoint Boulevard
Spokane, WA 99202

Dear Nancy:

Please accept my warmest congratulations as you celebrate the 10th anniversary of 
the Spokane Intercollegiate Research and Technology Institute (SIRTI). You, other 
members of the board, and the entire SIRTI staff have every right to be proud of all 
that you have accomplished in the past decade.

Although a relatively new organization, SIRTI has garnered increasing recognition 
for its expertise in attracting innovative businesses to the Inland Northwest. Its 
good work is helping to enhance Washington State’s growing reputation as a center 
for biotechnology, information technology, and other cutting edge fields. These 
industries show tremendous potential to benefit all of society through a diverse array 
of commercial applications, and represent an excellent source of jobs for families in 
Washington.

I have supported SIRTI since my days as a state legislator, when the program was 
still under conception. I am pleased to see the progress it has made in the past ten 
years. Its recent success in using state investment to secure large federal grants is 
further indication that it will continue to be a catalyst for economic growth for 
many years to come.

Again, congratulations on reaching this important milestone.

Sincerely,

Gary Locke
Governor

Governor Gary Locke Mayor James West



14

MatriCal
MatriCal is currently the largest company at SIRTI. It arrived in Spokane 
from its prior home in Pennsylvania with three employees. It currently has 20 
employees, comprised primarily of engineers and scientists.

The company develops instruments and consumable products for the life 
sciences market with a primary focus on drug discovery companies, including 
pharmaceutical and biotechnology companies. The products range in size and 
price from 384-well assay plates to multi-million dollar storage devices. The latter 
are large, robotized chemical compound storage systems made to operate at very 
cold temperatures. Known as the MatriStore™, the instruments come in various 
sizes and have been sold to large pharmaceutical companies and biotechnology 
firms. Recent installations include a biotech company in San Diego and a 
pharmaceutical company in Nice, France.

Recently, MatriCal received notice of a fast-track SBIR award from the National 
Institute for Neurological Disorders and Stroke. Relatively rare, this grant 
combines Phases I and II and will pay out over $850,000 to the company over 
the next three years. The funds will go toward the commercial development of 
the company’s SonicMan™ instrument. This device responds to the need for 
researchers to re-suspend frozen compounds upon thawing and avoid the all-too-
common occurrence of precipitation. SonicMan™ builds on MatriCal’s success 
in miniaturizing assay tools.

The company was founded by two men who met during industry gatherings of 
the 1990s. One, Kevin Oldenburg, Ph.D., headed the drug discovery unit of 
DuPont Pharmaceuticals (now a division of Bristol Myers Squibb). The other, 

Dan Roark, founded an instrument company that he sold to Perkin Elmer 
Life Sciences, an S&P 500 company. In addition, Roark is a graduate of both 
Whitworth College and Washington State University in Chemical Engineering. 
When the two began to consider sites to relocate the business, Spokane was an 
obvious possibility.

Because the company faced several competitors throughout the western U.S., the 
Spokane Area EDC worked with SIRTI to present Oldenburg and Roark with 
the infrastructure a young company would need to grow. Spokane’s advantages, as 
well as SIRTI’s facilities and setting, proved persuasive to MatriCal. As Roark has 
commented, “SIRTI has helped us project a professional, high tech image.” Over 
time, the company has tripled its space in the SIRTI incubator, and now occupies 
wet labs and a portable clean room. 

Recent patent awards and company innovation will allow the company to open 
a subsidiary in the United Kingdom in January 2005 and grow its distribution 
partnerships in Europe and Asia. The company is optimistic that these endeavors 
will ensure its continued growth in 2005 and beyond.

MatriCal: An Incubator Success Story



Governing Boards of SIRTI

665 N. Riverpoint Blvd.
Spokane, Washington

99202-1665
Telephone: (509) 358-2000

Fax: (509) 358-2019
www.sirti.org

Mission Statement

Our mission is to accelerate the development and growth 
of technology companies in Washington State, especially 
in eastern Washington. We seek innovative technology 
companies with strong intellectual property, large market 
potential, and shareholders and management who show a 
strong desire to grow their business.

SIRTI’s Mission
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