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SMALLER & SMARTER CITIES INTERNATIONAL SYMPOSIUM 

Discussion Paper from ‘Outcomes Workshop’ 
 
 
Introduction 
 
In October 2019, the Smaller & Smarter Cities International Symposium and related events 
were attended by more than 350 people from business, government, education and the 
community. 
 
The Symposium was organised by the Hunter Research Foundation (HRF) Centre from the 
University of Newcastle with lead partners - the City of Newcastle, Hunter and Central Coast 
Development Corporation, Hunter Water and AECOM. 
 
The theme for 2019 was building socio-economic diversification and resilience.  That was 
explored by 35 international, national and regional speakers and panellists across 30 
sessions in both Greater Newcastle and Sydney. The areas of focus included civic innovation, 
global megatrends, inclusivity and diversity, and the role of government and business in 
regional development. 
 
Insights from the Symposium were synthesised in a final workshop where 40 delegates 
reflected on the week.  They identified themes that they considered important for the 
future of Greater Newcastle and the Hunter.  
 
The purpose of this paper is two-fold.  Firstly, it categorises and reports back to participants 
a tally of these themes. Secondly, it serves as a springboard to progress discussion and 
action across business, government, and the community in Greater Newcastle and the 
Hunter on these priorities. 
 
 
Key insights 
 
Delegates identified the priority areas to strengthen Greater Newcastle and the Hunter as a 
place to live, work, invest and visit. Their key insights are grouped across three areas:  

1. Experiment and innovate  

2. Offer everyone a role and a voice 

3. Bring it all together. 
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Experiment and innovate 
 
A willingness to experiment and innovate is needed to ensure city and regional prosperity 
and liveability. The group acknowledged that risk and failure are important parts of this 
equation.  
 
A culture of experimentation and innovation needs to be applied across key areas including: 

• New industries: use our strength in the energy sector in order to commit to a 
transition to renewables   

• Technology: embrace its potential - use it, develop it ourselves 

• Education: turn our low participation rate in higher education into the strongest in 
the country 

• Night time economy: invest in a thriving night time economy accessible for everyone  

• Culture: recognise the value of the cultural economy and invest in building it 

• Environment: maintain our natural assets, remain green and clean. 
 
 
Offer everyone a role and a voice 
 
A strong view of delegates was that diversity was lacking in leadership groups generally and 
in forums such as the symposium. Delegates identified that a culture of inclusivity needs to 
be prioritised for the city and the region to thrive. Key areas mentioned by the group 
included: 

• Civic engagement: adopt innovative approaches to engage with the broader 
community  

• Power balance: flip the current approach to give all members of the community a 
stronger voice, such as through citizen-led conversations 

• Greater access: provide opportunities for people from all backgrounds and walks of 
life to influence the development of the city and the region.   

 
 
Bring it all together 
 
Delegates acknowledged that there are a number of strategic plans that have been 
developed to build the region, and various organisations and groups are working on their 
implementation. Less clear is who is leading the work and who is accountable for delivery 
and success.  

• Leadership: articulate the governance arrangements of who is leading in what 
domain of activity and who is responsible for what initiatives 

• Coordination: establish a framework that coordinates the approach to the city’s and 
region’s economic growth and job creation, including through a city deal or like-
initiative  
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• Evaluation: put in place benchmarks to measure progress and success. 
 
 
Conclusion and next steps 
 
A strong feature of the Smaller & Smarter Cities International Symposium and the work of 
the HRF Centre is that we promote conversations and work with stakeholders to move 
things along.  Along the way, we provide evidence and analysis on the region as well as 
insight from outside the region and internationally.   
 
In 2020, the HRF Centre will continue to consult with stakeholders on the themes and 
challenges emerging from the 2019 Symposium.  The aim is to progress action, so that is not 
all ‘just talk’.  
 
To remain involved, and to suggest someone/s who should be involved, please email the 
Centre Director, Professor Will Rifkin at will.rifkin@newcastle.edu.au. 
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