
 

 

Activating the Hunter’s innovation ecosystem    

This Opinion Piece appeared in the Newcastle Herald on 4 April 2017 
 
Innovation is critical to national and regional economic growth. The Hunter Research 
Foundation (HRF) Centre will this year continue research into local business innovation 
begun by the HRF in 2009.  
 
Last year’s HRF business surveys and in-depth interviews with start-ups, entrepreneurs and 
innovators showed that innovation in local businesses is a priority. More than half the 
businesses interviewed were likely to be working on improved goods or services within 12 
months. 
 
The local innovation space presented challenges for almost all of the businesses that had 
innovated in the previous 12 months and for start-ups. The main barriers they identified 
related to finance, costs and cash flow, and access to business, marketing and IT skills 
within the region. 
 
The local innovation scene has changed in the past year, with funding announcements 
that are likely to facilitate innovation in the region. In July last year, $1 million in state 
government funding was granted to the University of Newcastle to develop an Integrated 
Innovation Network (I2N) across the Hunter.  
 
Three 76 Hub in the Newcastle CBD and Dantia’s DaSH Hub at Charlestown are both up 
and running, providing inventors and entrepreneurs with the innovation infrastructure they 
need to develop their ideas. A Defence Innovation Hub at Williamtown and the Upper 
Hunter Innovation Precinct at Muswellbrook are also part of the I2N network.  
 
In September the NSW Government announced $9.8 million in funding for the Hunter 
Innovation Project, a plan to turn Newcastle into a city known for cutting-edge research 
and innovation. The project, in partnership with the University, Newcastle City Council, 
Newcastle NOW and Hunter DiGiT, includes a new innovation hub building to support 
technology-based industry, a designated digital precinct with high-speed, fibre-based 
broadband to businesses and sector-leading smart city infrastructure.  
 
In addition to infrastructure, the Hunter needs leadership and expertise to realise its 
potential as an innovative region. The recent appointment of the University of Newcastle’s 
inaugural Pro Vice-Chancellor in Industry Engagement and Innovation, Dr Sarah Pearson, 
will make a significant contribution. She will provide strategic leadership in building industry 
links and partnerships, forging joint industry-university initiatives, accelerating innovation and 
entrepreneurship through innovation hubs, and achieving excellence in the translation and 
commercialisation of research.  
 
Prior to joining the University, Dr Pearson was CEO of the CBR Innovation Network, where she 
designed and oversaw a broad suite of offerings to the Canberra innovation community, 



 

 

including an accelerator program, support for small business, a network for entrepreneurs, 
and activities encouraging students to study science and mathematics.  
 
Dr Pearson will be the keynote speaker at the HRF Centre’s next Hunter Economic Breakfast 
in Newcastle on 26 May. The latest Hunter business innovation results will be released at the 
breakfast, which is a Hunter Innovation Festival event and will feature an innovation pitch 
session. 
 
Join other Hunter business leaders at the breakfast to discover the latest data on how 
Hunter businesses are innovating and how your business can connect to Newcastle’s 
expanding innovation ecosystem.  
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