
  

 

 

 

 

Innovation on the rise    

Hunter business innovation is on the rise in 2017, with the best results since 2009 recorded 
by the Hunter Research Foundation (HRF) Centre.  
 
Almost half (46%) of the business owners surveyed in March this year by the HRF Centre 
reported introducing new products or services in the past 12 months. That is compared to 
just 31 per cent in the last survey in 2015.  
 
The HRF Centre began measuring innovation at the request of Neville Sawyer, one of the 
founders of the Hunter Innovation Festival. As the Festival marks its 10th year in 2017, 
measuring innovation has never been more important.  
 
Governments regard Innovation as central to improving Australia’s international 
competitiveness, productivity and export base. Innovation is key to diversifying our local 
economy and improving the Hunter’s ability to deal with rapidly accelerating change.  
 
The big jump in the proportion of innovating firms may be due to industry shifts in the region 
over the past two years. There has been strong growth in professional, technical and 
scientific sectors, as well as in finance and insurance services. The Commonwealth’s 
Performance Review of the Australian Innovation, Science and Research System shows that 
finance and insurance services are standout sectors for innovation, along with 
manufacturing and mining. Although manufacturing employment has declined over the 
2015-17 period, advanced manufacturing appears to be a growing regional strength. 
 
The degree of novelty in innovation within the Hunter remains low, however. In 2017, 25 per 
cent of Hunter firms introduced goods or services that were new to Australia but only seven 
per cent reported new to the world innovations. However, that is up from four per cent in 
2015. Most local innovation over that two-year period was new to the firm or industry. 
Nationally, in the last decade, the number of firms introducing new to world innovations has 
ranged between 4.5 and 9 per cent. The Hunter is in the middle of that band in 2017. What 
would see the region move to the upper end of the band or beyond? 
 
At HRF Centre’s Hunter economic breakfast on 26 May, the University of Newcastle’s new 
Pro Vice-Chancellor for Industry Engagement and Innovation, Prof Sarah Pearson 



  

 

(pictured), said that Newcastle and the Hunter had the potential to be ‘top in class’ for 
innovation. An outstanding innovator and author of eight international patents, Dr Pearson 
said that there were opportunities for the whole Hunter region to become a hotbed of 
innovation, testing novel activities, products and approaches.  
 
“Research excellence and recognition of priorities within the innovation system are essential 
to build an effective regional ‘innovation ecosystem’,” she stated. “Newcastle has an 
exciting and energetic innovation culture. The University is number one in Australia for 
innovation collaborations.” 
 
Development of the region’s innovation infrastructure is already underway, including hubs 
in Hunter Street, Charlestown, Muswellbrook and Williamtown. There is a planned Hunter 
Innovation Precinct Hub. The recent adoption by Council of the Newcastle Smart City 
Strategy will add to that infrastructure.   
 
Professor Pearson’s comments suggest a need to improve access to capital and global 
markets and introduce a monitoring system to measure our success.  
 
“We also need to bring people together to tell a bigger story about the Hunter as an 
innovative region,” Prof Pearson said.  
 
The University and the Hunter’s businesses appear to be embracing new ideas. To lead 
Australia in innovation, collaborative working relationships are needed – as well as 
alignment between business, government, and community sectors. 
 
Contact the HRF Centre to learn more about the Hunter’s innovation ecosystem or to find 
out how to collaborate with a researcher to help accelerate a great business idea. 
 
Dr Anthea Bill, Lead Economist, HRF Centre www.newcastle.edu.au/hrfc 
 
This opinion piece was published in the Newcastle Herald on Thursday 8 June 2017 
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