
THE EARLY CAREER
RESEARCH AWARD
HIGHLIGHTING PAST RECIPIENTS, THEIR
RESEARCH AND THE IMPACT ON THE
ONTARIO LIVESTOCK INDUSTRY

So What? 

Introduction

Ontario’s livestock sector faces evolving challenges - from animal health challenges to 

sustainability pressures and changing consumer expectation. Through the Early Career 

Research Award, a competitive $110,000 bursary created through collaboration between 

Livestock Research Innovation Corporation, Grand River Agricultural Society, Western Fair 

Association, Ontario Agricultural Collages, and Ontario Veterinary College, emerging research 

leaders are tackling these issues head-on. 

In 2022, 2024 and 2025, Dr. Sam Workenhe was selected as an ECRA recipient. Through this 

award, researchers are advancing new approaches to understanding and controlling avian 

influenza, a disease that poses significant risk to poultry health, farms, and global food 

security. 

Meet the Researcher

Dr. Sam Workenhe

Dr. Sam Workenhe is an Assistant Professor in the 

Department of Pathobiology at the Ontario 

Veterinary College, University of Guelph. 

His research focuses on understanding how cells 

detect and respond to viruses, stress, and other 

threats. By studying these natural defense 

mechanisms, the research aims to improve our 

understanding of how the immune system works 

and support the development of new treatments 

for viral diseases and cancer.



The Challenge: Why This Research Matters

Avian Influenza remains a major concern for the global poultry industry. Outbreaks can cause 

significant economic losses, threaten food security and public health; thus, require larger-

scale disease control measures. 

The research supported by the Early Career Research Award focuses on two complementary 

approaches to combating avian influenza. 

The first project investigated the antiviral signalling pathways that can restrict avian influenza 

viruses when replicating inside cells. Understanding how the virus interacts with these 

cellular pathways could lead to the development of antiviral treatment that interrupt the 

virus’s replication cycle.

The second project focuses on developing effective vaccines for Avian influenza. The lab has 

identified that activating inflammatory cell death can generate strong T cell responses 

against cancer. This work explores the use of these natural adjuvants (a substance that 

enhances the body’s immune response to an antigen) to vaccinate against Avian influenza. 

These approaches aim to generate broader T cell responses by targeting parts of the virus 

that are more stable over time rather than highly variable surface glycoproteins. 

Together, these studies aim to improve how we prevent and control avian influenza infections. 

Collaboration and Industry Connection

The research program has established connections with livestock producers and industry 

stakeholders through LRIC’s annual research events and networking opportunities. These 

interactions help researchers better understand industry priorities and provide pathways for 

future testing and knowledge translation once potential solutions are developed. 

We have connections with farm owners and livestock industry policy 
makers through LRIC annual research day

— Dr. Workenhe

The project has also built collaborations with multiple research laboratories in Canada and 

internationally, bringing together expertise needed to advance complex virology and vaccine 

development studies. 

LRIC’s support has played an important role in connecting the research team with potential 

industry partners and knowledge users who may help translate scientific discoveries into 

practical tools for the livestock sector.  



Research Update: Delivering Outcomes

While the work is still in the early stages, the research program is progressing through a series 

of laboratory-based experiments designed to test and refine these new approaches to 

vaccine development.

So far, the project has helped train two graduate students and a research associate, building 

capacity in veterinary virology and molecular immunology. 

These studies are technically complex and require multiple stages of experimentation and 

validation, but the research team has already established the foundational tools and 

collaboration needed to advance the work. 

The ECR award is the only virology funding we have in the lab. It has 
helped us to start veterinary virology research in our lab

— Dr. Workenhe

So What? Impact on Ontario Livestock Producers

In the long term, this research aims to contribute to the development of new vaccines and 

antiviral strategies that could help protect poultry flocks and other livestock from avian 

influenza. Improved prevention tools would help reduce disease risk, protect farm 

productivity and support the stability of poultry production systems. 

Beyond livestock production, the research could also contribute to broader public health 

benefits. Many viruses that affect animals have the potential to impact human populations 

and understanding how to control them in agricultural systems is an important part of global 

disease prevention. 

Looking Ahead

The research team is continuing to validate their laboratory findings through additional 

molecular experiments and collaborative studies. Future work will focus on refining antiviral 

strategies and vaccine approaches to ensure the methods being developed are both effective 

and safe. 

As the research progresses, industry connections established through LRIC will help create 

opportunities to translate these findings into practical applications for poultry producers and 

the broader livestock sector. 



About the Award

The Early Career Research Award is a competitive $110,000 bursary created through 
collaboration between:

Livestock Research Innovation Corporation (LRIC)
Grand River Agricultural Society (GRAS)
Western Fair Association (WFA)
Ontario Agricultural College (OAC)
Ontario Veterinary College (OVC)

The award supports research that fosters knowledge, capacity, and cross-sector innovation 
in Ontario’s livestock industry. 


