
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Feeding the innovation pipeline 
 
HRF Centre invited four highly-qualified innovators to offer advice and 
feedback to the two local entrepreneurs who pitched their business 
ideas at our May Hunter economic breakfast. 
 
We spoke to one of the panelists, Susan Wilson (pictured with the 
microphone), CEO of economic development organisation Regional 
Development Australia (RDA) Hunter, about encouraging innovation in 
the Hunter.  
 
She is passionate about creating a regional culture that sees Hunter 
students acquiring STEM (science, technology, engineering and maths) 
skills early in their schooling. 
 
With long family connections to the Upper and Lower Hunter, Susan 
joined RDA Hunter in April this year and brings a unique set of 
credentials to the role. With a career that started in private sector 
scientific research, and experience working on the Board of Innovation 
and Science Australia and the National Science and Innovation 
Agenda, she is an advocate for girls and women in STEM careers and 
the value of innovation as a critical enabler of economic growth.    



“RDA Hunter already has one of the nation’s most successful and 
mature STEM programs – the ME Program – covering the Defence 
Industry Skilling Program and SMART workforce initiative,” she said. “The 
program’s real strength lies in its unique integrated pipeline approach 
to develop an industry-ready, STEM-based workforce. I want to see that 
approach integrated into the University, across other industries and in 
the broader Hunter innovation ecosystem.” 
 
The ME Program links industry with schools in order to make curriculum 
more interesting and workplace-relevant and provides industry with 
qualified, motivated and career aware candidates. Susan attributes its 
success to RDA Hunter’s dedicated staff, particularly Dr Scott Sleap 
and Rick Evans.   
   
“However, it’s not just about skills, we need to address culture as well,” 
Susan said. “We’ll be exploring how we can extend our reach to 
encourage uptake of STEM at school and to reach students earlier in 
their schooling.”  
 
Susan, a ’STEM girl herself’, says it is important to understand a STEM 
career can take a young person anywhere and that STEM programs 
such as ME are encouraging the full economic participation of girls 
and women in the Hunter. 
 
“I see the role of RDA Hunter as that of a valuable facilitator and 
connector, working at all levels of, and across, government, business 
and the community. There is a strong need to work at the Federal level 
to filter down key policies and programs to the region, and filter our 
needs back to Canberra,” she said.  
 
“RDA Hunter has important regional contributions to make around 
STEM industry skilling and aligning government planning for supporting 
infrastructure to build local workforces, to open up the region, to 
improve our quality of life.”  
   
Susan sees many economic opportunities for the Hunter, summarised in 
RDA Hunter’s 2016 Smart Specialisation Strategy. She wants to also use 
her experience working in the Geelong region to support the Upper 
Hunter with their next Industry transformation.  
 
“I want to leverage my background in industry, academia and 
government to build innovation, investment and infrastructure in our 
region – key strategic pillars for RDA Hunter.” 
 
Find out more at rdahunter.org.au 
 

http://rdahunter.org.au/

