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Between
2006 and 2011
start-ups added
1.44 million jobs
to the Australian
economy

*Source: Department of Industry, Innovation and Science, Australian Innovation System Report 2015
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Innovation Ecosystems
Exchange introduction
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Innovative cities drive economic growth, deliver new jobs, and create
thriving communities for residents to live, work, play, invest and
visit. Precincts and districts catering for innovation are being created
around the world as new examples of communities that have excellent
amenity, great access to transport, affordable housing, civic facilities,
and provide the types of jobs that will sustain a 21st century economy.
In 2016, the Future Cities Collaborative is committed to
exposing Australian city-shapers to international bestpractice examples of innovation districts in the United
States. This coincides with the Australian Government
launching the National Innovation and Science Agenda to
embrace new ideas in innovation, harness new sources of
growth, and challenge city-shapers to look for new ways
to transform our cities and create a modern, dynamic, 21st
century economy.
With federal, state and local governments all seeking to
encourage and expand the innovation economy in Australia,
now is the time to look to the United States for lessons on
how to plan, finance, implement and support innovation
districts in our cities. The Exchange examined the various
elements that contribute to the success of an innovation
district — from the physical infrastructure to the social,

economic and cultural shifts that need to occur to generate
a thriving innovation ecosystem that creates jobs in the new
economy. Specifically, the Exchange examined:
•

the role local and state governments play in establishing
successful innovation ecosystems;

•

the elements and ingredients of successful innovation
ecosystems;

•

the intersection of physical space and smart city
initiatives that underpin the innovation ecosystem; and

•

the role played by research organisations and universities
in anchoring innovation ecosystems, providing incubator
and start-up labs, and assisting in the commercialisation
process.
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The 21st century economy transforms knowledge
into products, processes, and services that fuels
economic growth, creates employment and
wealth, and generates significant improvements
in the standard of living.

Ten key observations
and recommendations
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The spatial geography of the technology industry is shifting
rapidly and profoundly towards a knowledge-based human
capital system and away from goods production, generating
the growth of innovation precincts where talent, industry
and knowledge agglomerate. These ‘innovation precincts’
form part of and underpin the broader city, regional and
global innovation ecosystem, by attracting global firms and
investment, improving growth, and connecting citizens to
new opportunities.
Below is a summary of the key observations from the United
States–Australia City Exchange on Innovation Ecosystems
and recommendations for how these learnings can be
adopted for the Australian context:

Key observations:
1. Envision a new future and
leverage a unique strength
In the case of California’s City of Emeryville, the ability to
capitalise on the industrial land, which was predisposed
to become certified clean labs, was a game-changing
opportunity. Consequently, it became a centre for life
science and biotech companies. Each ecosystem we
examined catalysed around a locational strength to create
a unique brand and identity. The San Francisco Bay Area’s
success is built on the intensive education and medical
(‘eds and meds’) anchor. In Seattle, its vast tracts of
former industrial land were ripe for multiple technology
and e-commerce businesses anchors to emerge. Boston
possesses a density of universities and research institutions
spinning off many start-ups. And finally Philadelphia’s
University City precinct brings together all partners to create
a rich and inclusive precinct. Each city has identified and
leveraged their key strength to envision a new future. The
vision and ‘innovative frame of mind’ is a vital competitive
advantage to inform the future trajectory of any innovation
ecosystem.
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Recommendation:
•

Each state and local government must audit and
understand the unique locational strengths on which to
leverage the innovation economy and how these form
part of the larger innovation ecosystem at the regional
and state level.

2. Different catalysts,
common components
The San Francisco Bay Area is home to biotech, Seattle is
home to big brand tech companies and Boston is anchored
by world-leading research institutions. Each innovation
ecosystem is nested in a unique physical and urban location
and is formed from different catalysts, yet all share common
components. Each place is based on clusters of academic,
government, and business entrepreneurs and investors.
They all enjoy a degree of interconnection and collaboration
that is easy to see and feel, and each place is supported by a
uniting vision and a deep base of specialised soft structures
including technical service providers, network facilitators and
providers of skills training and professional development, all
working together.
All cities, from the San Francisco Bay Area to New York
City, have physical infrastructure such as low cost spaces
for emergent businesses, office space for established
companies, co-working spaces, incubators, accelerators,
wetlabs and maker spaces, parks, multi-modal transport,
high speed broadband, housing, and retail spaces. In
addition, the rich networking infrastructure elements of
the ecosystem, including opportunities for start-up events,
mentoring networks and entrepreneurs to meet, were
identified and nurtured. Roosevelt Island in New York City
and the Hunters Point Shipyard in San Francisco are both
master planned future innovation ecosystems with unique
contexts and catalysts, but both also have carefully curated
these common elements that underpin the innovation
ecosystem.
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Recommendations:
•

A whole of government approach anchored to a common
vision is essential to foster all components of the
innovation ecosystem, including education, transport,
planning, community services and others. Lagged
development of one aspect of the ecosystem can cause
system failure.

•

Recognising and capitalising on the catalysts and
contexts for an innovation ecosystem is important,
but the elements and components that turn a cluster
of innovation industries into an innovation ecosystem
is vital.

•

Local and state government must identify and plan
for the development of both physical and networking
infrastructure of the innovation ecosystem, and identify
which part of the ecosystem government can play a role
in seeding and developing.

3. Thriving innovation
ecosystems are inclusive
San Francisco, Seattle, Boston, Philadelphia and New York
City are examples of successful and thriving cities and
innovation ecosystems which include people of all different
races, lifestyles and social ambitions who are provided with
the same opportunities to participate and benefit from the
innovation economy. Innovation ecosystems, anchored by
world-leading research universities, attract new talent and
provide a platform for advanced research with technology
transfer and commercialisation. These places attract the
best-in-class talent — mobile, well educated, tech-savvy
graduates — and in doing so create a magnet environment
for tech companies to grow and develop.

Ensuring the innovation ecosystem is inclusive and works
for everyone is a major theme. Attracting and retaining the
best and brightest minds to feed the innovation boom is
important for now, but equally important is ensuring that
the next wave of future crafters emerge from an education
system with the skills needed to participate in the innovation
economy. This involves ensuring that the local community is
prepared through vocational and K-12 education, focused on
science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM),
so that all citizens possess the skills to join the innovation
economy. According to the Brookings Institution, 50 per
cent of advanced industry jobs require less than a bachelor’s
degree or no secondary diploma. Philadelphia, Boston and
New York are implementing work skills initiatives and STEM
education programs within local and often disadvantaged
communities, to connect citizens to the new opportunities
offered by innovation ecosystems and to ensure that
everyone benefits.
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Similarly, keeping people in place is important. Mechanisms
planned to preserve the integrity of the community, and
attract new people without displacing the existing, create a
highly desirable mixed income and vibrant community that
can fully participate in the innovation ecosystem. Examples
include retaining the low-cost space for local artists in the
City of Emeryville, affordable housing in San Francisco’s
Mission Bay precinct (a minimum of 20 per cent of new
developments are required by law to be affordable for local
workforces), building a new STEM-focused school for the
predominantly African-American community adjacent to
San Francisco’s The Shipyard, reconnecting the university
with the local community to provide job opportunities
in Philadelphia, and building a new innovation-focused
community centre in disadvantaged neighbourhoods
in Boston.
Recommendations:
•

STEM curriculum for all educational and vocational
institutions to equip people with the skills to join the
innovation economy.

•

A focus on providing opportunities for disadvantaged
communities to participate in the innovation ecosystem,
not just the best-in-class talent.

•

Review the planning and development barriers in
Australia for the establishment of live-work space for
artists in industrial areas.

•

•

Each state should follow California’s example, creating
a mandatory percentage of all residential development
for sale or rent to be affordable, of high quality and
integrated into all market rate developments.
Local and state governments must start with the people
first and adopt a place-led approach to innovation.

11

4. The squishy stuff
Apart from world-leading anchor institutions and the
physical infrastructure of co-working spaces, incubators,
accelerators, wetlabs and maker spaces, parks, housing,
and retail spaces, the special ingredient that Boston has
in spades is ‘the squishy stuff’. Described by Nicole
Fichera, General Manager of the Venture Café Foundation,
the ‘squishy stuff’ is the human glue that connects the
components of the ecosystem. The ‘squishy stuff’ is the
general ethos of all the people involved in ensuring the
innovation ecosystem is inclusive, dynamic, viable and
successful. It connects the people and provides a virtual
guide and support group to nurture ideas into companies.
An example from Boston is District Hall, run by Venture
Café Foundation. It is not a government civic centre
but an old-fashioned meeting place. District Hall is the
‘squishy’ meeting place for formal event networking and
day drop-ins for a community of people who are looking
for work, companionship, a new business venture, or who
are meeting an angel investor. District Hall enhances and
accelerates the innovation process by providing spaces,
programs, and mentoring to those participating in Boston’s
innovation economy. In every city the ‘squishy stuff’ is a
central moulder of the innovative environment.
Recommendations:
•

Each large scale community and most small cities
need to establish a low- or no-cost drop-in co-work
hub for locals to meet, collaborate and generate
new businesses, and create a stronger supportive
environment for existing companies.

•

The role of not-for-profits in providing the squishy stuff
— in facilitating, encouraging, supporting, mentoring,
and massaging the innovation ecosystem is an
important element.
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5. Proximity and collaboration
is paramount
Proximity in innovation is paramount. Start-up incubators and
accelerators need access to organisations and universities
that provide a hub for research and commercialisation;
start-ups want to be near each other, and to support
systems; early stage companies need to be close to shared
resources, facilities and knowledge; and people want to
live in thriving urban centres with other like-minded people.
For the innovation ecosystem to work, the provision of, and
shared access to, high-cost laboratories and specialised
equipment will attract entrepreneurs and reduce the barriers
to entry. Likewise, innovation ecosystems are built on the
basis of collaboration. Sharing resources, spaces, mentors,
knowledge, and ideas will form a strong foundation of
collaboration from which the innovation ecosystem can
grow and develop.
Recommendations:

6. Diverse and dense economic activity
The innovation ecosystems examined had a clustering of
economic activity from San Francisco Bay Area’s focus on
biotech to Philadelphia’s education and medical strength.
Whilst there is a degree of specialisation, the economic mix
of firms was also diverse with multiple anchor institutions
and knowledge-based firms that benefit from being colocated, whether that be to draw upon the deep talent pool
or for knowledge and idea exchange.
Each ecosystem comprised a diverse range of business
sizes from start ups to large firms and research institutions
focused on leading-edge products and services, together
with organisations which provide services and infrastructure
to allow the precinct to thrive including accelerators,
commercialisation, finance and legal services and
networking organisations. Underpinning this was the urban
amenity provided by great neighbourhoods, with a range
of small businesses providing meetings places, cafés and
personal services.

•

Clearer narrative from government and institutions
around the role of research universities in Australia
in spawning innovation districts through a focus on
technology transfer and commercialisation of products
and services within a broader innovation ecosystem to
seed the new innovation economy.

In the case of Boston, the density of the economic activity
was a key attribute for not only attracting talent and new
business but retaining talent and providing the depth of
resources so that emerging businesses had the space,
support and talent to grow.

•

Proximity needs to be a key consideration in seeding
innovation ecosystems.

Recommendations:

•

•

Governments need to play the role of facilitator in
bringing resources (be it expertise, research, or access to
lab equipment) closer to the people who need access to
it in an open and accessible manner.
Governments need to open a formal dialogue on how
local government can facilitate the location of start-up
firms or joint research locations.

•

When seeding innovation precincts, local and state
governments need to attract a diverse mix of economic
activity to optimise the growth and success of
the precinct.

•

Local and state governments can use planning, regulatory
and financial levers to curate diversity in business size
and type such as through planning for shared worked
spaces and other specialised infrastructure.

Growing the Australian innovation economy
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7. The role of government

8. Planning and Regulatory Levers

The role of government, most evident in Emeryville, Boston
and New York, is to act as a catalyst and facilitator to attract
and retain emerging entrepreneurs and the resources they
need. In Massachusetts, government actors, at each level
in the system, play specific roles to stimulate, build, and
maintain a platform for the innovation economy across the
city, region, and state from seeding research to attracting
firms and research campuses through to planning and
financial levers. In Emeryville, the city government has
led a 20-year mission to revolutionise the economy and
provide jobs and long-term growth to the area. In Boston,
the city government uses redevelopment levers and zoning
changes to redefine the land use to accommodate the new
innovative industries and places taking hold. In New York,
the city government seeded dynamic neighbourhoods by
kick-starting under-utilised industrial land with residential
development, green space, and amenity.

Consistently, we observed both local and state governments
acting as a catalyser and facilitator of innovation ecosystems.

Recommendations:
•

Like the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, the nesting
of local, state and federal policies to foster and accelerate
innovation ecosystems in all communities is essential.
Government policies and contributions can be leveraged
collectively to accelerate Australia’s move to create jobs
in the 21st century economy.

•

Local and state government must create a fertile
platform by acting as a catalyser and facilitator for
their jurisdictions to grow, attract, and retain vibrant
innovation ecosystems.

Both Boston and San Francisco used planning and regulatory
levers to achieve development and urban revitalisation,
and both cities formed a redevelopment agency. Permitted
under the Redevelopment Act of 1961, city governments
could identify an area of blight, form a redevelopment
agency to oversee urban renewal, and redirect property
tax revenue to the agency to facilitate implementation of
the redevelopment plan. Through a range of specific legal,
regulatory, and financial measures, the redevelopment
agencies that were created had oversight over the
redevelopment of Boston and San Francisco for 20, 30, or
50-year timeframes. This ensured that land-use planning
was coherent, comprehensive, and untied from political
cycles. Additionally, a key learning from the exchange
was that any large landowner, be it city government or a
university, could use a range of planning and regulatory
levers to achieve desired outcomes. The Massachusetts
Institute of Technology (MIT) has highlighted this through
their work on redeveloping Kendall Square. Working with
the City of Cambridge, MIT has achieved specific tailored
zoning changes and ordinances for use across the precinct
to provide for mixed-use developments, retention of office
space for start-ups and incubators, and housing for students
and the general public. These changes revitalised Kendall
Square from a run-down shopping strip into an urban
mixed-use precinct, with vibrant commercial and retail
space to activate the area. The University of Pennsylvania
has approached their land use planning in a similar fashion,
working with the city government to achieve desirable
solutions for the university, city and wider community.
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Recommendations:
•

•

Local and state government need to respond to the
growth of innovation districts with flexibility around the
use of planning and financial levers.
Land owners can and should work together with both
city and state government to achieve desirable land-use
outcomes for all citizens.

9. Public private partnerships
Public private partnerships underpin the realisation of major
urban revitalisation projects across the United States,
with a particular focus on innovation ecosystems. In each
city, the government knew where its strengths lay, and
the areas where the private sector could achieve better
outcomes. From the San Francisco Bay Area, to Seattle,
Boston and New York City, each innovation ecosystem has,
as its foundation, a public private partnership to deliver the
shared vision over the long term. The development of the
community was central in each ecosystem, and all partners
entered the arrangement agreeing on the shared vision and,
with a willingness to work together over the long term, to
realise the outcomes.

10. Data driven solutions underpin
the innovation ecosystem
Throughout the United States–Australia City Exchange
on Innovation Ecosystems, delegates were exposed to a
range of data driven solutions underpinning the innovation
ecosystem. The availability of data and high speed
broadband serves the dual purpose of providing a solid and
fundamental base upon which the innovation ecosystem
can be built, and acting as a vital resource for the growth
and development of thriving urban centres. On the macrolevel, governments can use data to assess their challenges
and devise solutions that are sustainable and innovative. In
the innovation economy, governments can lead by example
and drive innovative smart-city initiatives to kick-start
development. On the micro-level, public, private and nonprofit partners can use data to develop new ideas, products,
or businesses and give back to, and assist in creating, a
smarter city.
Recommendations:
•

Governments at all levels should adopt an open platform,
open source, and open data approach.

•

In innovation ecosystems, governments should be
innovative in their approach to problems and solutions
— and use data-driven solutions to pressing urban
challenges.

•

The intersection of smart cities initiatives and the
innovation ecosystem is vitally important as smart
buildings, precincts and cities fuel the innovation acting
as a catalyser and facilitator of innovation ecosystems.

Recommendations:
•

•

Governments at every level need to enter long-term
partnerships to invest in making successful innovation
districts with the private sector and academic partners.
Public private partnerships need to be built on a
solid foundation of trust, a shared vision, and an
understanding that the outcomes for the community are
the key drivers.
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Exchange locations
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For some time, the landscape of innovation in the United States has
been dominated by places like Silicon Valley, described by Bruce
Katz and Julie Wagner as “suburban corridors of spatially isolated
corporate campuses, accessible only by car, with little emphasis on
the quality of life or on integrating work, housing, and recreation”.
As the location preferences of people and business change,
we are seeing a redefinition of the link between economy
shaping, placemaking and social networking. Most creative
institutions, companies, and workers crave proximity so that
ideas and knowledge can move quickly and seamlessly.
As such, innovation districts are emerging in dozens of
cities and metropolitan areas in the United States and
abroad. Our diverse population demands more and better
choices of where to live, work and play, fuelling demand for
more walkable neighbourhoods where housing, jobs and
amenities intermix.

Our Exchange demonstrated that there is no straight line to
this future. Innovation precincts vary in scale and when fully
developed form part of a broader innovation ecosystem, as
we learned when visiting:

These districts or precincts as defined by the Brookings
Institution are geographic areas where leading-edge anchor
institutions and companies cluster and connect with startups, business incubators, and accelerators. They are also
physically compact, transit-accessible, and technically wired
and offer mixed-use housing, office and retail space.

•

the San Francisco Bay Area’s biomedical, technology,
and multi-use innovation hubs;

•

Seattle’s Amazon Campus in the thriving modern
neighbourhood of South Lake Union, and the
University of Washington’s globally-renowned
innovation incubators;

•

Boston’s global innovation incubators and universities;

•

New York City’s civic and data-driven innovation
agenda; and

•

Philadelphia’s University City precinct.

In each location, we examined the varying key assets
of each innovation ecosystem including identity and
brand, economic composition, physical and virtual
infrastructure, people, culture and amenity, and planning
and regulatory levers.
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Our Exchange demonstrated that there is no
straight line to this future. Innovation precincts
vary in scale and most often form part of a broader
innovation ecosystem, as we learned when visiting:

Seattle
Seattle’s Amazon Campus in the thriving
modern neighbourhood of South Lake Union,
and the University of Washington’s globallyrenowned innovation incubators.

San Francisco and the East Bay
The San Francisco Bay Area’s biomedical,
technology, and multi-use innovation hubs.
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Boston
Boston’s global innovation incubators
and universities.

New York City
New York City’s civic and
data-driven innovation agenda.

Philadelphia
Philadelphia’s University City precinct.
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San Francisco
Bay Area

The San Francisco Bay area is among the most diverse
places in the world. Its diversity extends from the natural
environment to culture, workforce, housing, and language.
The area is home to the second largest life science and
technology cluster in northern California, and its universities
and laboratories produce ground-breaking inventions, Nobelprize winning authors and poets, and the brainpower that
fuels California’s economy.

We examined the City of
Emeryville, Mission Bay and
Hunters Point Shipyard, and Candle
Stick Point (The Shipyard), where
envisioning a future on the key
locational strengths and specialised
infrastructure of the area,
combined with strong public private
partnerships, differentiated these
places of innovation.
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City of Emeryville

Emeryville is located on the East Bay and is home to Pixar
Animation Studios as well as a range of other biotech,
medical, and software companies. The emerging tech and
innovation industry and the city’s proximity to Silicon Valley,
UC Berkeley and San Francisco has contributed to the
economic growth of Emeryville.
“The little city that could”, as described by Mayor Dianne
Martinez, is a remarkable story of transformation from
a declining industrial city of three square kilometres to
a thriving hub of innovation. Emeryville is a flourishing
centre for regional employment on the East Bay; home to
11,000 citizens, a workforce of 20,000 and connections to
three world-class universities: the University of California,
Berkeley, Stanford Medicine, and the University of California,
San Francisco (UCSF), one of the world’s great biomedical
research institutions.

Identity and brand
The success of Emeryville came from its central location. It
is midway between San Jose and Sacramento –– the middle
of the San Francisco Bay –– and only three kilometres
from the University of California, Berkeley. This location,
combined with the consistent commitment of political
leaders, community, and industry partners, to create a
liveable place for people to innovate, created the Emeryville
we see today. New council members formed the political
base for new economic development. It was a macro-vision;
not a vision of one thing, but a vision of a system of things.
The role of political leaders is to keep those visions aligned.

Economic composition
Emeryville comprises both public and private research
organisations at different levels of business maturity
focused on life, physical and nanoscience; green tech; and
biofuel research space. Walkable mixed-use neighbouring
streets also provide retail outlets and services to support
these businesses.
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EmeryStation Campus

Physical and virtual infrastructure
Central to its success is the intermodal transport centre at
Emeryville Station. Created through a public-private alliance,
it was the first newly constructed railway station in northern
California in 60 years. It provides links to interstate, regional,
and city transit systems, plus the local Emeryville Go-Round,
and sees more than 100,000 passengers pass through the
station each day.
At the heart of the Emeryville innovation ecosystem
is EmeryStation Campus, a multi-tenanted, mixed-use
campus, providing 12 “distinguished buildings for noble
and Nobel scientists”, as passionate citizen and CEO
of Wareham Development, Rich Robbins, described.
Conceived by Wareham Development, the series of
pre-certified LEED GOLD state of-the-art research and
development buildings provide public and private groups
unique opportunities to collaborate, share resources and
learn from each other.

Specialised infrastructure was a competitive advantage for
Emeryville. The industrial land previously used for chemical
production provided a foundation for future lab development,
which would have proved too difficult within the city limits
of Oakland or San Francisco.
The focus for transport was on connectivity for workers
and residents via active transport modes, connection to the
BART (rapid transit system to San Francisco) and pedestrian
friendly environments.
Spawning from industrial areas, the city was able to provide
low-cost space that attracted businesses that were in the
early stages such as innovators and start-ups who needed
cheap space.
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Mayor of Emeryville Dianne Martinez addressing the delegation

People, culture and amenity
Another competitive advantage was the original arts culture
in Emeryville, which brought vibrancy to the streets that
other districts did not have. An important by-product was
the occupation of disused space. The art community is
still located in Emeryville and continues to add vibrancy to
the city.
Affordable housing provisions (20 per cent of new
developments) have gone part way to providing cheaper
homes to retain service and retail staff in the area. Housing
affordability continues to be a challenge.

Planning and regulatory levers
The City of Emeryville was the beneficiary of the now
abolished Area Redevelopment Act of 1961, an economic
development tool where city governments could identify
an area of blight and form a redevelopment agency and
development plan. A freeze on the level of property tax
flowing to the city government meant that the additional
tax could be directed to the redevelopment agency,

with 20 per cent allocated to affordable housing and the
remainder directed to the development of parks, community
facilities and a small amount for council administration.
Zoning changes that allowed mixed use was instrumental.
The city has been able to use several financial levers to
continue development, including: Tax Increment Financing
(TIF), project funding through the issue of bonds that are
repaid from increases in property taxes as the value of
property increases; Enhanced Infrastructure Districts (EID),
an alternative TIF limited to infrastructure development;
adaptive re-use planning tools, allowing artists to live and
work in industrial spaces; fees charged by governments
for a range of services including childcare and affordable
housing (these are kept low so as to not depress fledgling
innovation companies); and public private partnerships, the
base philosophy underpinning the realisation of the vision.
These tools facilitated the remediation of the numerous
contaminated sites that would become the future home of
Pixar Animation Studios, and residential development.
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Mission Bay
The Mission Bay district of San Francisco is an example
of urban revitalisation of an old industrial precinct that
has attracted a new innovation ecosystem and generated
economic development for the city. Mission Bay, much of
which is former railway lands, is now home to UCSF Medical
Center at Mission Bay, which comprises 246,000 square
metres of building space on 17 hectares of land. Other uses
include life sciences, health, and biotechnology facilities and
plans for a mix of market-rate and affordable housing, retail,
civic, entertainment, and public transport facilities within
the precinct.

Identity and brand
Mission Bay district has a big science brand, illustrated by
the large UCSF medical campus, major companies such as
Pfizer and Bayer, and its focus on the life sciences.
Professor Ed Blakely leading the group on a walking tour of Mission Bay

Economic composition
UCSF negotiated with the single owner and developer of the
Mission Bay district, Catellus, to locate a medical campus
on the site and become the anchor for the district. This
was subsequently followed by biotech, biomedical, health,
pharmaceutical and commercial uses, including Bayer’s
research division and pharmaceutical company Pfizer.

Physical and virtual infrastructure
Cooperative laboratories are contained within UCSF,
promoting collaboration across research disciplines and
specialised infrastructure for start-ups and innovators.
The precinct is connected to transit by Muni’s new Third
Street Light Rail system, bus lines, and the regionalserving Caltrain.

People, culture and amenity
UCSF is one of the world’s leading medical research
facilities and is a graduate facility, attracting highly qualified
researchers and talent.
With a long growth horizon, key elements of the precinct
are under development to create a thriving region including
6000 new housing units, with 28 per cent allocated to
affordable housing, a new 500-student public school with
STEM curriculum, a new public library and new fire and
police stations, plus other community facilities.
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Hunters Point
Shipyard and
Candlestick Point
(The ‘Shipyard’)
The Hunters Point Shipyard and Candlestick Point
(The ‘Shipyard’) is adjacent to Mission Bay. It is a revitalised
waterfront neighbourhood. It has always been a portal to
the San Francisco Bay, and for much of that past it was a
gateway for ships. The design and spirit of the development
area, which comprises more than 700 acres of waterfront
land along San Francisco’s south eastern shore, is influenced
by this cultural identity, which has a legacy of craftsmanship
and ingenuity.
Lennar Corporation, a private developer, is undertaking the
integrated development project with the support of the City
of San Francisco. The project is designed to provide marketrate and affordable housing, green space, civic amenities,
commercial space, a regional retail centre, a green science
and technology campus, and an Urban Innovation District
that will be an incubator for new businesses and a space for
artists and makers. A partnership with San Francisco State
University (SFSU) will bring innovation and the arts into
conversation together.

Identity and brand
The Shipyard is developing a brand and identity that builds
upon its legacy as a place of creativity, ingenuity, and
connectedness to the community and place — somewhere
people will choose to live, study and innovate.

Economic composition
The Shipyard development is commencing with residential
development and creating a strong sense of place to attract
new people, coupled with a strong educational setting to
retain and develop the local talent pool.
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Physical and virtual infrastructure

People, culture and amenity

Lennar is using LEED pre-certified development, a USbased rating system that integrates the principles of smart
growth, urbanism, and green building into a national system
for neighbourhood design. It has negotiated with the city
government for the return of property taxes to the developer
to reimburse for infrastructure development.

Development will include coastal habitat transformation and
monitoring for nesting birds, native-only landscaping and
solar and wind energy infrastructure. Almost half (more than
300 acres) of the Shipyard, will be reserved for open space
and parks.

Lennar will provide roads and parks and will be required
to apply a tax to the home and property owners for
maintenance of public space. The district will contain both
market-rate and affordable housing and the Urban Innovation
District will be an incubator for new businesses and a space
for artists and makers.
Lennar is also forging partnerships with utility providers to
develop an eco-district providing alternative energy systems
to power the precinct.

A partnership with SFSU will bring innovation and the arts
into conversation together. Lennar is working with SFSU
to develop a STEM science academy and curriculum for
high school students and an internship program to build the
capacity of local students to join the innovation economy. A
new public school and international boarding school is also
being built to develop the local student base.

An additional 100 artists-andmaker community spaces are being
created throughout the district
to retain and foster the existing
community of 300 artists.
Lennar has selected a technology partner to help shape
a high-tech mode of living and working, including 1000
gigabyte fibre to homes, smart community and smart
home applications; it is securing an education anchor and
local curriculums to attract innovators, and, importantly,
to develop the STEM skills and knowledge in the
local community.
In addition, there is planning for 50 per cent autonomous
traffic within the development once completed.

Planning and regulatory levers
In 1974, Hunters Point was decommissioned as a
navy shipyard, which meant the navy is required to
undertake significant remediation work, leading to phased
development as land is released.
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Key findings
•

•

•

The role of government in the San Francisco
Bay area has been to provide the catalyst for
development by committing to a macro-vision for
the area, supported by innovative planning and
financial levers to attract growth.
Foundational public private partnerships underpin
each precinct, which not only share risk but also
deliver on the shared macro-vision over the long
term. The development community has maintained
interest in the precinct beyond the completion of
the development.
Specialised infrastructure provides a competitive
advantage: in the case of Emeryville, the ability
to capitalise on the industrial land, which was
pre-disposed to certified clean labs, was a gamechanging opportunity.

•

Keeping people in place: whether it’s retaining the
low-cost space for local artists or, in the case of
The Shipyard, STEM education in new schools for
the African-American community, mechanisms to
preserve the integrity of the community and their
quality of life are planned.

•

Co-location and collaboration: proximity to shared
resources, facilities and knowledge for start-ups
and incubators are critical. The commitment by
the development community to the precinct’s
macro-vision means providing for all types of office
space, from low-cost start-up space to A-grade
office space.

•

People and place first: in master-planning the
development site, which includes an innovation
precinct, The Shipyard is leading with residential
development, inclusivity strategies to maintain
and grow cultural diversity and amenity, and
development of a local talent pool via STEM
education, with the expectation this will attract
future commercial tenants and tech companies.

“When all the components
come together it will spawn
the innovation district”
Kofi Bonner
Non resident senior fellow in the Metropolitan
Policy Program at Brookings and Director
of Urban Land at Lennar Corporation

“We are an accessory
to profound thinking”
Rich Robbins
CEO of WAREHAM Development, on the role of the
developer in Emeryville’s innovation ecosystem.
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The entrepreneur:
Nano Precision
Medical
Located in Emeryville, Nano Precision Medical is a life
sciences start-up dedicated to changing the way medicine
is delivered. They have developed a device similar in size to a
grain of rice, which will, when implanted in a patient, reliably
deliver six months of medication to treat Type 2 Diabetes.
The delegates of the US–Australia City Exchange on
Innovation Ecosystems visited the Nano Precision Medical
offices and labs in EmeryStation Campus to learn how they
got started and what led them to Emeryville as they navigate
the innovation ecosystem of northern California.
In December 2007, while pursuing their graduate degrees
at the University of California, San Francisco, the
three founders of Nano Precision Medical began their
entrepreneurial journey by winning a series of business plan
competitions. In 2009, the project was awarded a Catalyst
grant from the California Institute for Quantitative Biology
(QB3), providing the first significant funding to translate
the original idea into a start-up company. In 2011, Dr Kayte
Fischer and Dr Adam Mendelsohn dedicated themselves full
time towards realising Nano Precision Medical’s vision. After
spending the early years within the QB3 incubator network
at both the University of California, Berkeley and the East
Bay Innovation Center, Nano Precision Medical moved
into its own space in EmeryStation Campus, Emeryville,

in August 2013. The EmeryStation Campus, developed by
Wareham Development, provides plenty of office space and
labs, an inspiring cohort of neighbours in the life sciences
and biotech space, supported by the watchful eye of Rich
Robbins, CEO Wareham Development. This is a perfect
environment for Nano Precision Medical to grow as it
continues making progress.
As the founders state, based on their experience at the
University of California and their location in the heart of the
San Francisco Bay Area, “Nano Precision Medical maintains
a culture of creativity, energy, and integrity, while relentlessly
advancing its technology and products. By combining
the flexibility and camaraderie of a tech start-up with the
precision and quality of a pharmaceutical company, Nano
Precision Medical has set its course to make a difference.”
Throughout the City Exchange, we observed the key
elements of an established innovation ecosystem – The
Entrepreneurs, The Incubators, The Accelerators, The CoWorking Space and The Facilitators. Successful innovation
ecosystems take root when these elements are in-sync and
working together towards the shared goal of economic and
community development.

Pictured above: Co-founders Dr Adam Mendelssohn, Dr Kayte Fischer and CEO Rich Robbins, Wareham Development
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City of Seattle

Seattle is seen as the world’s
internet-cloud capital, with two
of the industry’s biggest players,
Amazon and Microsoft, in residence.
In July 2013, it was the fastestgrowing major city in the United
States and remained in the top five
in May 2015, with an annual growth
rate of 2.1 per cent on the back
of an economic revival driven by
entrepreneurship and innovation.

Post-war Seattle became a centre for aircraft manufacturing
by Boeing and went on to develop as a technology centre
in the 1980s, with Microsoft becoming established in the
region, and in 1994 with the founding of internet retail
giant Amazon. Since then, new streams of software,
biotechnology, and internet companies have led to a massive
economic revival. Seattle is emerging as one of the leading
innovation hubs in the world.
High quality urban places coupled with proximity to, and
collaboration with, big tech firms such as Amazon and
Google, and world-leading research hubs and incubator
spaces are major drivers of the innovation ecosystem in
Seattle. Both Microsoft and Google are also friendly to startups and are active start-up investors.
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South Lake Union
The macro innovation ecosystem of the City of Seattle
comprises a range of diverse innovation hubs which
together form a thriving city that grows, attracts and retains
innovators and firms who are in pursuit of new ideas.
Taking a closer look at one part of Seattle’s macro innovation
ecosystem, South Lake Union, once full of warehouses
and light industrial buildings, is now one of Seattle’s fastest
developing neighbourhoods. In 2001, developer and long
time Seattle citizen, Paul Allen of Vulcan Inc. initiated the
development following a failed attempt to create an urban
park linking downtown Seattle to the water. He re-ignited
the entrepreneurial roots of the city by developing the
parcel of land. This coincided with the zoning of the area
as an urban centre, which brought the benefits of different

land uses and increased density. South Lake Union is
now a vibrant home to Seattle’s biotech and medical
research community, as well as Amazon’s new campus.
Joining these developments is a slew of up-and-coming
restaurants, coffee shops and retailers who have
recently moved into the fast-growing neighbourhood.
The explosive growth of Amazon in South Lake Union
is the driving force behind the rapid development of
the precinct. It attracted a deep talent pool and now
other tech companies are capitalising on the fertile
environment for collaboration, innovation, and growth.
Google is also set to move into the precinct.
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University of
Washington,
Start Up Hall and
CoMotion Incubator
University of Washington (UW), ranked fourth in the world’s
most innovative universities behind Stanford, MIT, and
Harvard, “turns ideas into impact and transforms lives
and our world” and is fundamental to the thriving macro
innovation ecosystem of Seattle. UW is home to Start
Up Hall and CoMotion Incubator, and Makerspace, and is
transferring so many new ideas to new businesses, that
demand for low-cost office space is outstripping supply.
Arriving at Start Up Hall, we were welcomed by Jen
Davison, Program Manager at Urban@UW, a new initiative
focused on bringing collaborative thinking to urban problems
with an inclusive data-driven approach; Nathan Duam,
Managing Director, Start Up Hall; Bill Howe, Associate
Director, eScience Institute at University of Washington
and leader of the MetroLAB network project with the City
of Seattle; and Sally Clarke, former City of Seattle council
member and now Director of Regional and Community
Relations at UW. Start Up Hall is not only a place for people
with great ideas looking to be commercialised, but is also a
place where community and city leaders co-create solutions
to urban problems using technology and open data.
Complementing Start Up Hall, is CoMotion Incubator lab.
Associate Director Elizabeth Scallon expounds the core
driver of CoMotion Incubator as a desire to support real
innovators who are hungry to convert their ideas into
profitable ventures and show the impact of their research
and new technologies on the community. “We deliver the
tools and connections that UW researchers and students
need to accelerate the impact of their innovations,” she said.

Being globally recognised, space is competitive. Tenants
secure their space after a selection process and by
demonstrating that they can fund the rent. Tenants require
continual commitment and effort to deliver business
progress, and to ensure that CoMotion meets its KPIs,
which include the number of graduating businesses.
The University of Washington, a public university, is a
national leader in university technology transfer and has
expertise in models for distribution, in managing software
and digital assets, in IP planning and protection, and in
licenses and negotiation. It is influencing society far beyond
the walls of the University through collaboration and
innovation, driving jobs and better outcomes for the city and
the global community it serves.
Other key locations of Seattle’s macro innovation ecosystem
include historic Pioneer Square, the first neighbourhood of
Seattle, now a hub for artists and artisans, and Pike Place
Markets, Seattle’s original farmers’ market established
in 1907, and the birthplace of Starbucks. Both look
different to the ‘tech hub’ innovation districts, but are
places of innovation just the same and provide ‘soul’ to
Seattle’s innovation culture. As John Turnbull, Director of
Asset Management for Pike Place Markets explains, the
governance model that underpins the markets allows funds
raised to be redirected into the precinct to keep rents low
for budding new businesses and provides more leeway for
vendors to be creative and innovative, providing “localised
small business incubation” and an “active laboratory for
experimentation”. “It’s all showmanship and distinguishing
yourself among a sea of friendly competitors,” says John.
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The incubator:
CoMotion at the
University of
Washington
A major barrier to innovative ideas transitioning out of
university research labs and into viable companies is a lack
of space in which to test products and receive support to
create business models. This is where incubators step in.
Incubators provide physical space coupled with support and
mentoring for early stage start-ups in return for equity or
rent for space.
The CoMotion Incubator at the University of Washington
(UW) provides dedicated space and facilities to support
UW-affiliated start-up companies through their early
stages of company and product development. Their
on-campus location makes it easier for UW faculty and
graduate students to stay engaged with start-up teams,
and offers perks including access to UW labs and research,
partnerships with business students to assist in crafting
business plans and the ability of law students to assist in
registering intellectual property (IP) and patenting products.
CoMotion reduces the costs for start-ups by providing space
inclusive of internet access, shared office equipment, maker
spaces, specialised labs, and meeting spaces. Space is
competitive at the CoMotion Incubator because it is globally
recognised. Tenants secure their space after a selection
process that includes demonstrating that they can fund the
rent, sometimes via equity or a rent-for-space model.
At the CoMotion Incubator, start-ups work alongside each
other, sharing in the joys and challenges of entrepreneurship
in a supportive and encouraging environment with access to
academic, business, and legal advice. In addition to technical
support and advice, CoMotion provides the social support

of regular networking nights and creates a community of
innovators working towards a shared goal of expanding the
societal impact of the UW community by developing and
connecting to local and global innovation ecosystems.
Elizabeth Scallon, Associate Director of the CoMotion
Incubator, expounds the core driver of the CoMotion
program as a desire to support real innovators who are
hungry to convert their ideas into profitable ventures and
show the impact of research and new technologies on the
broader society. “We deliver the tools and connections that
UW researchers and students need to accelerate the impact
of their innovations,” Scallon said.
UW, a public university and the fourth most innovative
university in the United States (behind Stamford, MIT, and
Harvard), is a national leader in university technology transfer
and has expertise in models for distribution, managing
software and digital assets, IP planning and protection, and
licenses and negotiation. Its impact on society reaches far
beyond its walls and campus through collaboration and
innovation, driving jobs and better outcomes for the city and
the global community it serves.
Throughout the City Exchange, we observed the key
elements of an established innovation ecosystem – The
Entrepreneurs, The Incubators, The Accelerators, The CoWorking Space and The Facilitators. Successful innovation
ecosystems take root when these elements are in-sync and
working together towards the shared goal of economic and
community development.
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Identity and brand

People, culture and amenity

Seattle’s brand is all about innovation, driven largely by
a history of entrepreneurs, life sciences and a growing
presence of large cloud platform technology companies
such as Amazon and more recently Google.

In South Lake Union, the explosive development of Amazon
led to an imbalance of housing and commercial space. The
city is working on addressing this by setting aside residential
land and provisioning for affordable housing. While this is
a constant challenge, increasing road congestion is also a
growing concern for commuters. A streetcar, which loops
throughout the precinct, has reduced vehicle congestion and
created a safe pedestrian area with high amenity, including
contemporary food outlets, bars, and food trucks. The
changed composition of the workforce also led to a re-think
in housing design, producing smaller units and studios,
with deluxe features and games rooms to house the tech
workforce.

Economic composition
Medical university research campuses are embedded in the
340 acre innovation precinct of South Lake Union, including
the Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center, University of
Washington Medicine, the Allen Institute for Brain Science,
and the Seattle Biomedical Research Institute to name
a few.
The South Lake Union Campus of the UW School of
Medicine now includes more than 1200 people (researchers
and staff) in four buildings that house four floors of
biotechnology and medical research laboratories.
Technology company Amazon is dominating the growth of
the South Lake Union precinct and will soon be joined by
Google. The mix of tenants is supported primarily by retail
centred on personal services (health, beauty and fitness)
and food outlets to service the largely millennial workforce.
There is little space for start-ups and incubators due to the
high demand for premium office space. Within Seattle,
other spaces have emerged to cater for this component of
the ecosystem. Low-cost office space with proximity to
physical and networking assets of the innovation ecosystem
is becoming a pressure point for Seattle.

Key findings
•

Proximity to and collaboration across a diverse range
of business verticals and talent is a huge competitive
advantage and a key ingredient for attracting and
retaining talent to this ecosystem. Seattle has talent
and innovation across e-commerce and retail, data
technology, software, healthcare, biotech, travel
and hospitality, real estate, telecommunications,
food and beverage, and much more. The four top
employers in Seattle are Boeing (employing 80,000
people), Microsoft, UW and Amazon.

•

Seattle is teeming with quality urban places, still
relatively affordable housing for entrepreneurs.
Rents for one-bedroom apartments are 50 per
cent less on average than San Francisco and New
York City. This, combined with a cosmopolitan,
multicultural and vibrant community, is attractive to
entrepreneurs.

•

Cloud services and related software is on a major
growth trajectory for all industries. Proximity to
providers of these services such as, Amazon and
Google, is a major drawcard. Both Microsoft and
Google are also friendly to start-ups and are active
start-up investors.

•

The favourable planning and regulatory measures,
especially Washington State’s corporate tax
rate, makes Seattle a desired location for anchor
companies that in turn attract supplementary startups.

Physical and virtual infrastructure
In South Lake Union, US$6.6 billion has been invested in
infrastructure since 2004. This includes transit infrastructure
such as a streetcar, parks development and a two-lane
boulevard, which carries 80,000 cars per day to ease
congestion into the precinct. Car parking is limited to one
car park per 100 ft, with car parking to be constructed
below grade. US$700 million has been invested in an
energy substation and network to cater for high power
demands, with the network going underground to improve
aesthetics. Continuing the sustainability focus, the entire
built environment is LEED certified.
The extension of the light rail system linking UW to
downtown within a five-minute ride, will improve the
proximity of emerging businesses who need to find new
locations downtown.
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“Our focus is inclusive innovation
for the future of cities.”
Jen Davison, General Manager of Urban@
UW, on bringing all of the University’s urban
academics to the practitioners in City Hall.

“We deliver the tools and
connections that UW
researchers and students
need to accelerate the impact
of their innovations...”
Elizabeth Scallon, Associate Director
of CoMotion Incubator.

“You need to connect the
dots across agencies,
precincts, support and startups for innovation.”
Elizabeth Scallon, Associate Director
of CoMotion Incubator.
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Greater
Boston Area

Massachusetts attracts the second largest market for
venture capital investment in the United States and
possesses a vast and active innovation ecosystem in
the Greater Boston Area. According to Venture Café
Foundation Executive Director, Kevin Wiant, the building
blocks of Boston’s innovation and entrepreneur success is
the combination of six essential ingredients — education,
research, investment, a focus on commercialisation, and
supporting infrastructure.
However, the biggest and most transferable lesson from the
Greater Boston Area is the immense value that the ‘squishy
stuff’ brings to an innovation ecosystem and the importance
of proximity and collaboration. The ‘squishy stuff’ refers to
the networking infrastructure of the innovation ecosystem
that connects people and provides a virtual guide and
support network to nurture ideas into companies.

The ‘squishy stuff’ includes entrepreneur meetings; events
hosted at incubators, accelerators and start-ups; networks
of mentors and peers willing to offer advice; and a range of
other facilitating and supporting activities. The general ethos
of the ‘squishy stuff’ is that all the people involved ensure
the innovation ecosystem is inclusive, dynamic, viable,
and successful.
In Boston, delegates examined the ‘squishy stuff’ displayed
across the Greater Boston innovation ecosystem. We also
experienced what ‘proximity and collaboration’ mean to the
innovation ecosystem at the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology campus at Kendall Square, Cambridge, MA.
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Greater Boston
Innovation
Ecosystem
The Greater Boston Area is home to a well-established
and mature innovation ecosystem. To understand the
ecosystem, we explored several elements to gain a
holistic view of the ecosystem and in particular, gain a firm
understanding of what brings all the ingredients together.
Delegates were shown the ecosystem and the uniting
characteristic of the ‘squishy stuff’ firsthand by the
Venture Café Foundation, whose mission is to: build and
connect innovation communities locally, nationally, and
internationally; expand the definition of innovation and
entrepreneurship; and build a more inclusive innovation
economy. The Venture Café Foundation enhances and
accelerates the innovation process by providing spaces,
programs, and mentoring to those participating in Boston’s
innovation economy.
The first initiative examined was the Boston Seaport
Innovation District, an initiative to transform 1000 acres of
the South Boston waterfront into an urban environment
that fosters innovation, collaboration, and entrepreneurship.
The Innovation District contains the largest tract of
underdeveloped land in the City of Boston, and is a master
planned effort to revitalise the waterfront, provide jobs and
economic growth, deliver new housing, and ultimately,

foster a new site for the innovation ecosystem in Boston to
take root.
The first physical structure completed in the Seaport
Innovation District was District Hall, a civic facility in the
heart of the district run by the Venture Café Foundation to
provide the innovation ecosystem a physical space where all
its elements can interact. District Hall is not a government
civic centre, but an old fashioned meeting place and is the
result of a collaborative public private partnership between
a number of actors. It was envisioned by the City of Boston
and the Boston Redevelopment Authority as an anchor for
the innovation district. District Hall is the ‘squishy’ meeting
place for formal event networking and day drop ins for a
community of people looking for work, companionship, a
new business venture, or who are meeting an angel investor.
District Hall enhances and accelerates the innovation
process by providing spaces, programs, and mentoring to
those participating in Boston’s innovation economy.
From District Hall, we travelled to a world-leading example
of a start-up accelerator, MassChallenge. Housed in an
old warehouse in the docklands area, its objectives are to
promote innovation, collaboration, and commercialisation;
address the seed-stage investment gap to empower novice
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entrepreneurs, and provide entrepreneurs with educational
opportunities. MassChallenge receives submissions
from budding entrepreneurs around the world who seek
admission into their four-month program, which provides a
co-working space, mentors, and opportunities to grow and
expand their business.

skills necessary to participate in the innovation economy. It
is a great example of an innovation centre acting as a 21st
century community centre, and is the result of government,
non-profits, community leaders, and experts working
together to ensure the innovation economy is inclusive and
available to all citizens.

The program culminates in a pitch competition with
the winning team receiving a cash prize to inject into
their business.

A historic and foundational element of the Greater Boston
Innovation Ecosystem is Kendall Square, brought to
prominence as a tech hub during the US space race. Today
it is surrounded by a diverse and thriving mix of private
research centres and world-leading research universities
including the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT).

The 835 alumni of MassChallenge
have generated 6503 jobs and
have raised US$524 million in
capital. Seventy-three per cent of
the businesses that participated in
the program are still in business.

The Cambridge Innovation Center (CIC Cambridge), located
adjacent to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)
campus in Kendall Square, is the largest co-working space in
the world and is focused on providing support to start-ups.

The MassChallenge model of a non-profit accelerator that
supports the growth of new businesses has been expanded
to other cities around the world with similar success stories.
It is a foundational part of the economic development
delivered by the innovation ecosystem in Greater Boston
that occurs when a range of new businesses are given
assistance and a platform to turn their ideas into reality.
From MassChallenge, we travelled through to the Roxbury
Innovation Center. Located in a traditionally poorer part
of Boston largely overlooked by the economic boom, the
Roxbury Innovation Center is a mix of community centre
and innovation hub. The Venture Café Foundation runs the
Roxbury Innovation Center as a non-profit that focuses on
local economic development and encouraging innovation
and entrepreneurship for an under-served community. The
discussion focused on how to ensure all citizens in every
community rise with the economic boom brought about by
the innovation ecosystem. The Roxbury Innovation Center,
located in the same building as the Boston Public Schools
Administration, is focused on equipping residents with the
Alessandra Brown, Program Manager at Roxbury Innovation Center
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With locations across the United States, CIC Cambridge
offers several different subscriptions to start-ups and other
companies that have outgrown their garages, lounge rooms,
or the incubators that launched them, and provides a model
whereby these companies can enter flexible leases on
flexible spaces. They can be located close to places they
want to be, without the price prohibiting their participation.
While co-working spaces are not new, CIC’s model has
proven to be economically successful and replicable. It is
leading the way towards co-working spaces becoming the
new office norm. The success of CIC Cambridge shows
that proximity to the universities that seeded the ideas and
the research behind the start-ups, and proximity to other
start-ups is important in the innovation ecosystem. The CIC
model of co-working encourages collaboration between
start-ups, mentors, universities, suppliers, funders, and
every other element of the innovation ecosystem.
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Examining these diverse elements of the innovation
ecosystem in Greater Boston allowed an investigation of the
roles of various players (city government, non-profits, the
private sector, and universities) in facilitating an innovation
ecosystem. This highlighted the importance of both physical
infrastructure (such as low cost spaces for emergent
businesses, Class-A office space for established companies,
co-working spaces, incubators, accelerators, wetlabs and
maker spaces, parks, housing, and retail) with networking
infrastructure (entrepreneur meetings, start-up events,
and mentoring networks). The importance of having a civic
vision to unite people behind a cause such as an innovation
ecosystem was emphasised, as was the importance of
ensuring the innovation ecosystem is inclusive to all citizens,
not just the best-in-class talent.

Professor Ed Blakely, Pratap Talwar, Thompson Design Group, Jeet Singh and Jo Chung, Redstar
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Kevin Wiant, Executive Director, Venture Café Foundation speaks to the delegation in Kendall Square

Identity and brand
Boston has it all — with the breadth and depth of research
institutions and industry sectors represented, it is like no other.

Economic composition
Home to Boston College, Boston University, Brandeis,
Harvard, MIT and Northeastern to name a few,
Massachusetts is the most research and development
intensive economy in the world. It is also home to researchintensive hospitals, corporate research laboratories
(Novartis, Pfizer, Samsung, Apple, Microsoft), ‘big data’
companies (MIT Operations Research Department), federal
research laboratories (Massachusetts receives the highest
federal funding for research and development) and research
publication and awards.
The Greater Boston Area also has strong and diverse
industry clusters and anchor companies including clean
technology and energy (more than 600), education
technology (more than 200), big data (more than 150),
mobile and web (more than 1000), robotics (100) and life
sciences (400).

Physical and virtual infrastructure
The capacity for research institutions to transfer new ideas
and technology to solving today’s real-world problems drives
the innovation culture. In Boston, a sophisticated network
of organisations work together to translate ideas into
products and businesses, including more than 25 technology

transfer offices, a wide range of incubators and accelerators
(including MassChallenge, TechStars and others), and 90
venture capital and angel investor firms.
The technology transfer hubs such as accelerators and
incubators are supported by a diverse mix of spaces and
environments conducive to innovation and entrepreneurship,
including a wealth of generous expertise from those that
have gone before, like founders of Redstar, Jeet Singh
and Joseph Chung. These vary from co-working spaces
in close proximity to anchor research institutions, such as
CIC Cambridge; public spaces for gathering of like-minded
people, such as District Hall and Roxbury Innovation Center,
and dozens of support groups.

People, culture and amenity
Smart, creative individuals are the foundation of the
innovation economy. Growing, attracting and retaining talent
at all stages of company development from start-up to
incorporated company is essential. Massachusetts is well
placed, with more than 50 colleges and universities located
in Greater Boston and more than 100 in Massachusetts.
Furthermore, with Boston being the home of many large
firms, there is also a deep corporate talent pool for new
businesses to draw from as they grow. The Greater Boston
area has the highest educational attainment of a working
age population and the highest post-secondary degrees
conferred per 1000 people. It also has a high performing
K-12 educational system. All members of the Greater Boston
innovation ecosystem see the importance of retaining
university graduates to provide the innovation economy with
fresh talent.
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The accelerator:
MassChallenge
Similar to the incubator, the accelerator provides a platform
for early stage start-ups to develop, test, and prove their
products and business models in a supportive and fertile
environment for a defined period — usually two years, but in
the case of MassChallenge, four months.
MassChallenge is a global network of start-up accelerators
that harnesses the power of the wider entrepreneurial
community to connect the world’s highest impact start-ups
with the right resources to drive growth, create value, and
improve the world. The delegates of the US–Australia City
Exchange on Innovation Ecosystems visited the original
MassChallenge, located in Boston’s Seaport district.
The objectives of MassChallenge are to promote innovation,
collaboration and commercialisation; address the seedstage investment gap; empower novice entrepreneurs;
and provide educational opportunities for entrepreneurs.
MassChallenge is funded by a range of corporate sponsors
and the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.
It seeks to educate new idea holders on how to create a
start-up from any industry. MassChallenge provides a fourmonth program, during which time the successful applicants
are engaged with world-class mentors, training and advice,
free office space and support, access to funding, media
exposure, and other in-kind support.

The program culminates in a pitch competition with the
winning team receiving a cash prize to inject into their
business. The 2015 winner was MIT Media Lab-born startup LUMII founded by CTO Matthew Hirsch, CEO Tom A.
Baran (both pictured), CDO Daniel Leithinger and Advisor
Gordon Wetzstein. They have developed glasses-free
3D technology, which is revolutionising the way we see
3D images.
The MassChallenge model of a non-profit accelerator that
supports the growth of new businesses has expanded to
other cities around the world with similar success stories.
It is a foundational part of the economic development
delivered by the innovation ecosystem in Greater Boston
that follows when a range of new businesses are given
assistance and a platform to turn their ideas into reality.
Throughout the City Exchange, we observed the key
elements of an established innovation ecosystem – The
Entrepreneurs, The Incubators, The Accelerators, The CoWorking Space and The Facilitators. Successful innovation
ecosystems take root when these elements are in-sync and
working together towards the shared goal of economic and
community development.
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Planning and regulatory levers
The role of government at all levels; local, state and
federal, is one of an enabler, catalyst, and facilitator. City
government’s role is focused on creating spatial and
urban infrastructure as a platform to enable innovation and
entrepreneurship.
Locally, the Boston Redevelopment Agency has planned
and developed the city, and in particular, seeded the
planning and regulatory foundations of the seaport district
of Boston in order to attract and retain companies. The
City of Cambridge has also recognised the importance
of favourable planning and regulatory measures, and has
influenced the percentage of necessary low-cost office
space for co-working spaces by an ordinance which
requires a percentage of floor space to be retained for
the purpose of new development. The Commonwealth
of Massachusetts has also played a key role in
investing in education and infrastructure, while the US
Government has provided research, development and
demonstration funding.

•

The broader innovation ecosystem of Massachusetts
is a result of the city, state and federal government
each playing their role in stimulating, building and
maintaining the ecosystem for the betterment
of the whole state and nation. Collectively, the
levels of government create a solid platform for an
innovation economy.

•

The City of Boston is leading the way in encouraging
and displaying innovation. From the City’s Chief
Information Officer to the Start-Up Manager, to
the Mayor’s Office for New Urban Mechanics,
the city government is encouraging the innovation
ecosystem to flourish and is actively participating
by employing an innovation approach to
civic governance.

•

All levels of government and large institutions in
Boston play a role in providing the spaces and
services needed for the innovation ecosystem to
thrive. But they also ensure that the co-working
spaces, student housing, research centres,
accelerators, incubators, community centres, and
other ‘building blocks’ of the innovation ecosystem,
are in close proximity to each other and are well
served by public transport. The importance of
proximity is recognised and supported.

•

Similarly, underpinning the ‘squishy stuff’ is a
commitment to collaboration from all actors in the
innovation ecosystem.

Key findings
•

The vision and narrative is infused in all stakeholders,
in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Cities of
Boston and Cambridge, and Roxbury community.
They conspire with universities such as MIT and
non-profits such as Venture Café Foundation to
create an environment where each is supported by
networking infrastructure, or the ‘squishy stuff’.

•

The foundation of the Greater Boston Innovation
economy is research based education.

•

Intervention strategies to develop and retain all
stages of the educational continuum including K-12
education, vocational training for communities
and mentoring and business support for new
entrepreneurs. Equally important is the depth of the
corporate talent pool from which start-ups need to
recruit corporate roles as they grow.

•

Apart from the world-leading anchor institutions, the
special ingredient that Boston has in spades is the
‘squishy stuff’ — the networking infrastructure that
connects the people and provides a virtual guide and
support group to nurture ideas into companies.

“Innovation districts need
people, places, and glue
to hold it all together.”
Belinda Dennett, Microsoft

The facilitator:
Venture Café
Foundation
Throughout the US–Australia City Exchange on
Innovation Ecosystems, it became clear that the innovative
vision and narrative is endemic in all stakeholders.
In the Greater Boston area, the Venture Café Foundation
plays this role. The Venture Café Foundation’s mission is to
build and connect innovation communities locally, nationally,
and internationally; expand the definition of innovation and
entrepreneurship; and build a more inclusive innovation
economy. The Venture Café Foundation enhances and
accelerates the innovation process by providing spaces
such as Venture Café at CIC in Cambridge, District Hall and
Roxbury Innovation Center, for individuals and organisations
in Boston’s innovation ecosystem to gather, tell stories, and
build relationships.
The four core programs of the Venture Café Foundation in
the Greater Boston area are:
Venture Café Cambridge Thursday Nights: a weekly
gathering for the innovation community held on Thursday
evenings at their cafe on the fifth floor of CIC Cambridge.
The gathering includes office hours, information tables,
workshops, seminars and clinics to help entrepreneurs start
and grow their businesses.
District Hall: the world’s first civic innovation centre
and gathering space in Boston’s Seaport Innovation
District, where the innovation community can gather and
exchange ideas.
Roxbury Innovation Center: located in a traditionally poorer
part of Boston that has largely been overlooked by the
economic boom, the Roxbury Innovation Center is a mix

of a community centre and innovation hub. The Roxbury
Innovation Center is mission-driven around local economic
development, encouraging innovation and entrepreneurship,
and ensuring all citizens in every community rise with the
economic boom brought about by the innovation ecosystem.
StartHub: a comprehensive, centralised, online platform
designed to connect, support, and grow Greater Boston’s
innovation ecosystem. Developed in a public private
partnership between the City of Boston, Venture Café,
Gust, IMB and a wider number of partners from Boston’s
start-up community, StartHub will serve as Greater
Boston’s homepage for the start-up economy and single
website for all information on the soft infrastructure of the
innovation ecosystem.
Throughout the United States–Australia City Exchange
on Innovation Ecosystems, we examined all facets of an
established innovation ecosystem — the entrepreneurs, the
incubators, the accelerators, the co-working space, and the
facilitators. Successful innovation ecosystems can take root
when all elements are in-sync and working together towards
their shared economic and community development goals.
Throughout the City Exchange, we observed the key
elements of an established innovation ecosystem – The
Entrepreneurs, The Incubators, The Accelerators, The CoWorking Space and The Facilitators. Successful innovation
ecosystems take root when these elements are in-sync and
working together towards the shared goal of economic and
community development.
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The co-working space:
CIC Cambridge
Located adjacent to the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology (MIT) in Kendall Square, CIC Cambridge is the
largest co-working space in the world, and is focused on
providing support to start-ups.
CIC started in 1999 with a vision and a simple idea: “Startups make the world much better. We can help them by
setting up and managing their office for them so they can
focus on their business.” Since then, more than 1400
companies have chosen CIC as their home and many have
gone on to prove their value to the world as start-ups. More
than $1.8 billion in venture capital has been invested in
companies that were headquartered at CIC.
CIC now houses more than 800 companies, most of
them start-ups, across several floors of their buildings
in Cambridge. As a co-working space, CIC Cambridge
offers several different subscriptions to start-ups and other
companies who have outgrown their garages, lounge
rooms, or the incubators that launched them, and provides
a model whereby these companies can enter flexible leases
on flexible spaces.
The flexible spaces on offer cater to individuals, founding
teams, or growing companies. CIC leases hot desks, set
desks, small offices, or large corner offices. In addition,
tenants of CIC have access to conference rooms, phone/
Skype rooms, office support, fully stocked kitchens,
breakout spaces, and cafés.

The value of the collegiate environment of CIC can not be
overstated. Chief of Staff to the Executive Officer at CIC,
Nathan Render, explained that an office that seems to be
suitable for three or four would be leased to groups of up to
ten. This guarantees that vibrancy and cross-fertilisation of
ideas takes place in the shared spaces and corridors of CIC.
The value of co-working spaces like CIC Cambridge is that
the start-ups can be located close to places they want to
be, whether that is public transport, universities, established
technology or pharmaceutical companies, or other startups without the price of a fixed-term, large floor plate lease
prohibiting their participation. While co-working spaces
are not new, CIC’s model has proven to be economically
successful and replicable. It is leading the way towards coworking spaces becoming the new office norm.
Throughout the City Exchange, we observed the key
elements of an established innovation ecosystem – The
Entrepreneurs, The Incubators, The Accelerators, The CoWorking Space and The Facilitators. Successful innovation
ecosystems take root when these elements are in-sync and
working together towards the shared goal of economic and
community development.
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The City of
Philadelphia

The Philadelphia Metropolitan Area has a strong economy
with more than 2.7 million jobs and historic strengths in key
industry clusters including bio-pharmaceuticals, medical
devices and hardware, financial services, post-secondary
education and chemical processing.
Within the City of Philadelphia, five centres form the
broader innovation ecosystem; Lower Schuylkill, Navy
Yards, Fishtown, Northern Liberties Old City, Center City
and University City. Our visit examined the University
City precinct, which was driven by a belief to serve
the neighbouring community. The precinct’s inclusive
approaches to placemaking are creating a thriving
innovation district.
The University City precinct has as its partners worldrenowned anchor institutions such as Drexel and the
University of Pennsylvania, along with small businesses and
residents, creating opportunity, and improving the economic
vitality and quality of life in the University City area of
West Philadelphia.
Philadelphia is one of two pilot sites for the new Bass
Initiative on Innovation and Placemaking, a project founded
by Anne T. and Robert M. Bass, to bring together the
Brookings Institution’s Metropolitan Policy Program with
Project for Public Spaces (PPS). The collaboration aims to
distil practice-based lessons on innovation and placemaking

to help local leaders better understand their assets, and
develop strategies for vibrant and innovative mixeduse districts.
In the remaining six months of the Bass Initiative on
Innovation and Placemaking’s study in Philadelphia, key
areas of focus for the district include:
•	understanding the critical mass of key assets and
talented workers needed to grow and attract more talent
and firms;
•	questioning whether the district is leveraging its
competitive advantage and aligning its distinctive assets;
•

examining its cultural diversity and inclusiveness;

•	ensuring the precinct has the physical character and
public spaces, namely the quality of place, which
provides the experiences and connections that attract a
diversity of firms, people, and other assets; and
•	looking to see whether the innovation precinct is
connecting the dots between people, place, economic
clusters, institutions and other actors.
Our day in Philadelphia provided the delegation with a
composite lens through which they could evaluate the
innovation precincts visited during the Exchange and to form
a plan for their development in Australia.
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The University City,
Philadelphia
Identity and brand

People, culture and amenity

The University City connects a dense ‘eds and meds’
based anchor district to key private sector innovation
assets in Center City. The emerging innovation district is
geographically small (1.5 square miles, 104,000 jobs), but a
vital asset to the regional economy with jobs growth of 20
per cent from 2003 to 2013.

The strong collaborative leadership philosophy and vision
underpinning anchor institutions like the University of
Pennsylvania — to be an inclusive, innovative, and impactful
part of the community they serve — is the ethos that is
shaping the innovation district. There is a strong level of
accountability to bring the communities recovering from
industrial decline on the innovation journey.

Economic composition

A key part of this was re-envisioning the university campus
to be ‘outward facing’ and a part of the community. The
resulting campus plan systematically set about transforming
the campus from one with an oversupply of surface
parking lots to a vibrant urban experience with mixed-use
development and links to the city centre to re-connect with
the neighbourhood and attract people and firms.

The district has a dense concentration of institutional and
private sector anchors, including Drexel University, the
University of Pennsylvania, the Hospital of the University
of Pennsylvania, the University City Science Center, the
University of the Sciences, the Wistar Institute, PECO
Energy Company and FMC Corporation.

Physical and virtual infrastructure
The University City precinct is focusing on creating premium
and safe pedestrian and cycle-friendly spaces in an area
where there is a convergence of major arterials from
Philadelphia’s industrial heritage.
The Porch at 30th Street Station is a new public space
that has transformed the under-utilised parking area next
to the inter-city train station, one of the busiest in the
United States, into a premier, pedestrian-friendly plaza. The
development of The Porch recognises that there will be
increasing demand for pedestrian spaces as development
continues in the precinct.

The institutional anchors are complemented with a
concentration of spaces and intermediaries supporting
entrepreneurs including The Hacktory, The Hub, Benjamin’s
Desk, DreamIT Ventures, Innovation Works and others.
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Planning and regulatory levers
The glue that brings these diverse parties together is the
University City District (UCD), under the leadership of
Executive Director, Matt Bergheiser. Set up as a special
service district, UCD is a quasi-government organisation
permitted by local government and funded by voluntary
contributions from each key institution. Its primary mission
is community revitalisation, and it works within a placebased, data-driven framework to invest in world-class
public spaces, address crime and public safety, bring life
to commercial corridors, connect low-income residents to
careers, and promote job growth and innovation.

“It is necessary to ‘shake off’
the vestiges of its industrial
economy and embrace the future
of the innovation economy.”
Tony Sorrentino, Executive Director, Office of the
Vice President at the University of Pennsylvania.
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Key findings
•

A shared vision between anchor industries,
universities and government coupled with strong
leadership and the willingness to hold each other to
account on delivering outcomes for the community
that it serves, are key to broad scale transformation
of precincts.

•	The role of quasi-government organisation,
University City District (UCD), was instrumental
in bringing the actors together around the shared
vision. UCD also delivered the evidence-based
programs to support placemaking in an agile and
responsive manner.
•	Clarity by the leaders, that the precinct’s competitive
advantage of good amenity and proximity to other
parts of the ecosystems could differentiate the
University City precinct as the destination of choice
by innovators.
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Placemaking and
innovation
Creating high quality urban places that are inclusive is vital
in attracting entrepreneurial talent to generate start-ups,
and to attract and retain corporate staff for leading edge
firms. People in the United States and elsewhere are
making choices on where to live based on accessibility
and liveability. The role of placemaking in accelerating
the development of thriving innovation ecosystems is
increasingly important.
In response to this trend, Brookings Institution and Project
for Public Spaces (PPS) are collaborating on the Anne T. and
Robert M. Bass Initiative on Innovation and Placemaking,
which aims to develop breakthrough thinking on city building
to include thriving public places and innovative economies.
Below is an edited extract from Meg Walker and Nate
Storing from PPS on the emerging eight principles of
placemaking for innovation districts.

Increasingly, start-ups, incubators and accelerators around
the world are clustering around leading-edge companies
and institutions in dense urban settings called “innovation
districts”. By creating shared value, placemaking has much
to offer this emerging geography of innovation in cities. It
can play an important role in an integrated strategy designed
to attract, retain and cultivate talent; to improve networking
and communication flows between innovators; and to make
the district a distinct, memorable destination. As this article
shows, by averting, sharing, and externalising costs, quality
places can also accomplish these goals with a greater return
on investment than many conventional approaches.
These eight principles reflect our work with the Brookings
Institution on innovation districts, combining twists
on some of PPS’s well-known strategies with fresh
new observations:

1. Identity: Make innovation visible and public
All too often, institutions like universities and corporate
offices turn to expensive starchitect-designed buildings or
public spaces to differentiate themselves from competitors
and express their prestige. And all too often, these
investments end up costing more than they’re worth in
financial, practical, and social terms. Focusing instead on
a sense of place provides a cost-effective and meaningful
alternative to such expensive mistakes, and this process
begins with one simple question: what are we currently
doing privately that we could be doing publicly.
This kind of visibility could also enhance the value of “open
innovation” in such districts.
2. Diversity: Mix innovation with a range of other uses
Although economic specialisation can provide identity to
innovation districts, these specialisations cannot survive in a
vacuum. In order to attract and retain talent, a district must
also provide a reasonable amount of convenience, leisure
and social uses for employees. This has long been the case,
but quality of life pressures continue to rise as millennials
flock to urban places that offer choice and liveliness, and
talent from abroad demands places that embrace diversity
and perhaps offer a few familiar footholds.
3. Continuity: Start with existing people and places
The last thing that innovation districts should do is try
to start with a clean slate. Without any continuity in the
community or urban fabric, places often lack the social
capital and identity that builds up in other neighbourhoods
over time. This problem makes protecting existing people
and places both the right thing to do and the smart thing
to do.
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Innovation districts are often built near (or overtop of) lowincome communities, and their relationships with those
communities are often tenuous, if not hostile. But the
community likely has a number of assets that the district
desperately needs. Long after most employees have gone
home, residents are the people who can support local
businesses and keep the streets lively and safe; they’re the
people who attend community meetings, and band together
in times of crisis; with access to educational and training
opportunities, they can also provide the future talent that
innovation districts need in order to remain competitive.

compared with geographic connectivity.” In other words,
in less connected places, proximity may provide a crucial
venue for sociability.

4. Sociability: Bring people together through places and
programming

Since the 1980s, “agile” has become a widespread model
for software development. Most of today’s top tech startups value working software over “high quality” design,
test their products with users early and often, and embrace
changing requirements instead of sticking to the plan in
spite of them. The economic edge that these principles
provide for start-ups is simple: they represent “the art of
maximising the amount of work not done.”

PPS has long considered sociability a key quality of
successful public spaces, but as our colleagues at
Brookings have observed, “networking assets” are also
invaluable ingredients for innovation districts. “Strong ties”
connect people and firms within a given field, building up
a community of practice that allows deep levels of trust,
collaboration, and information-sharing. “Weak ties,” on the
other hand, connect people and firms more loosely across
fields, and provide access to new information, new contacts
and business leads outside of existing networks.
5. Proximity: Build things close together on the
ground—not just on the map
While agglomeration economics emphasises the importance
of clustering between firms, there’s little magic in simply
being close together. Proximity amplifies innovation in
concert with other factors like strong networking assets
and a culture that accepts risk. Walkable streets with
active ground floors and vibrant public spaces represent
another such factor that conspires with proximity to build
connections and efficiencies within the district. Great streets
can make the difference between a built environment that
simply puts innovators next to one another in mutually
exclusive drive-in fortresses, and one where innovators
meet regularly in shared spaces, both serendipitously
and intentionally.
6. Mobility: Connect to the broader city and region
through multiple transportation modes
In a recent report by the World Bank on New York City’s
innovation ecosystem, researchers found that the extent
that social connectedness trumped physical proximity as an
indicator of a start-up’s future success. This may suggest
that we should emphasise the importance of sociability over
proximity in our principles, however the report adds a crucial
caveat to these findings. Compared to many other cities,
New York City has exceptional transit and digital connectivity,
which may “reinforce the importance of social connectivity

Connections between local transportation networks and
regional or global transportation can also give a district a
competitive edge. Thirtieth Street Station in Philadelphia,
for instance, connects the subway and trolley lines that run
through the innovation district to Washington, DC or New
York within an hour and a half.
7. Flexibility: Experiment, observe, repeat

These same principles can be applied to the design of the
built environment. At PPS we call this agile approach to
public spaces Lighter, Quicker, Cheaper (LQC). In short,
the most effective solutions to improve a public space
are often cheap, non-permanent interventions that can be
accomplished right now.
8. Unity: Govern with vision and holistic, inclusive
strategies
A district cannot follow any of these principles very far
without encountering the issue of governance. How do
stakeholders within the district collaborate and make
decisions? Where does the money come from? Who
has the power to implement the plans and policies?
Who is going to get their hands dirty and actually do
the implementing?
To truly empower placemaking as a strategy for
accelerating innovation, districts must experiment
with new models of Place Governance. These are
radical changes to the way that municipalities approach
governance today, however Place Governance can begin
with improving public spaces. The placemaking process
brings together people from across disciplines, sectors,
and interests, and provides tangible little wins that form the
basis of shared trust for bigger endeavours. With relatively
little investment, placemaking can literally produce the
common ground for a broad, inclusive vision of the
innovation district.
*Source: pps.org
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New York City
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New York City has innovation and entrepreneurship as a part
of its DNA. The strategies to foster a 21st century economy
are wide-reaching and are coupled with the adoption of
big data and urban informatics which will reshape how our
cities work.
A key facilitating partner is the quasi-governmental
organisation New York Economic Development Corporation
(NYCEDC) that reports to Mayor De Blasio. NYCEDC’s
mission is to realise New York City as the global model for
inclusive innovation and economic growth, fuelled by the
diversity of its people and businesses, by strengthening the
city’s competitive position and facilitating investments that
grow quality jobs and cultivate dynamic, resilient, liveable
communities throughout the five boroughs.
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Since 2010, New York City has exceeded Massachusetts
as recipients of technology venture capital in both value and
number of deals. NYCEDC is driving this growth through
two pillars for economic development:
1. Dynamic, resilient neighbourhoods: equipping
all New Yorkers and every neighbourhood with the
economic resources and infrastructure necessary to
participate in the economy.
Tom McKnight, Executive Vice President and Head of
Planning, Development, and Transportation at NYCEDC
illuminated this by discussing how leading with mixeduse neighbourhood development and improved amenity,
creates the necessary attraction for people and business to
otherwise unappealing, declining industrial locations which
are the vessels for creating hubs of innovation.
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2. Advancing 21st century jobs: ensuring businesses
have the space, resources, and talent to provide
opportunity for New Yorkers of diverse backgrounds
with a focus on infrastructure, community and
networks, talent and funding.
Urban Tech NYC advances the infrastructure to support
entrepreneurs and innovators to address New York City’s
most pressing urban challenges. They provide assistance to
sectors such as energy, waste, transportation, agriculture
and water, by providing flexible and affordable space,
prototyping and commercialisation support, piloting
opportunities, and fostering regional community and
international collaborations.
Digital NYC advances the community and networks
required for community based entrepreneurship. They
provide an online hub for the New York City start-up and
technology ecosystem, bringing together every company,
start-up, investor, event, job, class, blog, video, workspace,
accelerator, incubator, resource and organisation in the
five boroughs. It is the result of a unique public private
partnership between the office of Mayor Bill de Blasio, the
NYCEDC, IBM, Gust, and more than a dozen leading NYCbased technology and media companies.
As a part of the Applied Sciences NYC strategy, launched
in 2010, the city sought to attract and retain the best
engineering and other STEM disciplines by issuing a
challenge to top institutions from around the world
to propose a new or expanded applied sciences and
engineering campus on Roosevelt Island. This dramatically
expand NYC’s capacity in the applied sciences to maintain
global competitiveness and create jobs.
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Roosevelt Island
Campus project
For New York City, the establishment of top-tier applied
sciences and engineering campuses is a once-in-ageneration opportunity to dramatically increase the
potential for economic growth. It was intended that
the campuses would not only enrich the city’s existing
research capabilities, but also lead to innovative ideas that
can be commercialised, catalysing hundreds of spin-off
companies and increasing the probability that the next high
growth company — a Google, Amazon, or Facebook — will
emerge in New York City.
The city offered to provide city-owned land, a seed
investment of city capital and the full support of the
administration in making the project a reality, and in
return called for a university or consortium to develop and
operate a new or expanded applied science campus. After
receiving seven qualifying responses from 17 world-class
institutions to the request for proposals, in 2014, Mayor
Michael Bloomberg, Cornell University President David
Skorton, and Technion-Israel Institute of Technology
President, Peretz Lavie, announced a historic partnership
to build a $2 billion, two million square foot applied science
and engineering campus on Roosevelt Island in New
York City
By 2046, the strategy is expected to generate US$33.2
billion in economic impact, create 48,000 permanent and
construction jobs, and foster 1000 spin-off companies.

Key findings
•	In New York, the conversations have been centred
on people — development of talent through STEM
education at all levels within the education system,
and attraction and retention of talent through vibrant
neighbourhoods and institutions and great amenity,
both digital and analogue.
•	The role of the government is to be the catalyser —
kick starting economic development by providing
housing (affordable and market rate) with excellent
amenity and transit options, in under-utilised former
industrial areas, to ensure the future workforce is
spread across New York’s five boroughs.
•	The city government has a range of levers it can
pull to prompt the development of the innovation
ecosystem, from providing space and funding
for new STEM-focused education campuses,
to providing wetlabs and maker spaces that are
available to all, to ensuring the provision of transit is
fair and equitable.
•	NYCEDC recognised the need to retain life science
start-ups, and initiated a life science fund to open
two co-working wetlab spaces.

61

62

Growing the Australian innovation economy

Data driven
solutions underpin
the innovation
ecosystem
Throughout the United States–Australia City Exchange
on Innovation Ecosystems, delegates were exposed to a
range of data-driven solutions underpinning the innovation
ecosystem. The availability of data and high-speed
broadband serves the dual purpose of providing a solid and
fundamental base upon which the innovation ecosystem can
be built, and also acting as a vital resource for the growth
and development of thriving urban centres. This intersection
of smart cities initiatives and the innovation ecosystem is
a crucial focus for city leaders as they seek to establish
thriving urban innovation districts that can seed and fuel the
new innovation economy.
On the macro-level, the key observations on the role and
importance of data-driven solutions for the innovation
ecosystem came from Bloomberg Philanthropies. Katie
Appel Duda, from the Government Innovation Team, and
Simone Brody, Executive Director of the What Works
Cities initiative explained that Bloomberg Philanthropies
aims to foster innovation in local government and helps
elected leaders solve problems and improve city life. The
Government Innovation Team’s mission is to give cities
the support they need to innovatively and successfully
overcome pressing urban issues. They promote public
sector innovation capacity and spread proven and promising
solutions among cities worldwide. They are also strong
supporters of and encourage the use of open data as an
enabler for innovation and civic leadership. At Bloomberg
Philanthropies, the Government Innovation Teams are
dedicated to helping mayors generate better approaches to

problems and track their progress and impact. The teams
rely on data, design thinking, and strong performance
management to achieve their goals, and are currently in
the expansion phase of taking their proven approaches and
methodologies to scale across the United States and Israel.
In addition to the Government Innovation Teams, Bloomberg
Philanthropies has launched a dedicated program, the
What Works Cities initiative, to build capacity within civic
leaders and promote innovation solutions to urban problems.
Launched in April 2015, it is a national initiative to help
100 mid-sized American cities enhance their use of data
and evidence to improve services, inform local decisionmaking, and engage residents. There are currently 27 cities
in the program that receive expert advice and guidance
from Bloomberg Philanthropies and their partners. They
form an active national network of civic leaders who share
learnings, advice, and assist in developing best practices for
effective city government. Building capacity among elected
leaders, and facilitating the transfer of data-driven solutions
for pressing urban challenges, allows cities to become
fertile ground for the innovation economy to take root. The
governance models and functioning of the city becomes
optimised through the use of data and technology, which
clears the way for innovative businesses and companied to
grow and develop.
On the micro-level of data-driven solutions addressing urban
problems, delegates examined Sidewalk Labs, part of the
Alphabet/Google family. Chief Policy Officer Rit Aggarwala,
and Research Associate Marie Buckingham, provided a
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tangible outcome of the digital phase of the urban revolution,
which will underpin the 21st century economy and provide
amenity for citizens living in innovation precincts and beyond.
The focus of Sidewalk Labs is the application of data and
technology to make cities work, identifying opportunities to
provide solutions, and forming companies to support that
work. The initial projects of Sidewalk Labs include Flow, a
platform to promote the smart optimisation of transit, and
LinkNYC, a commercial solution to bridge the digital divide
and repurpose out-dated infrastructure to connect citizens
with super-fast public Wi-Fi.
In a deal with the City of New York, Intersection , a
company spawned by Sidewalk Labs, in partnership with a
consortium of experts in technology, media, user experience
and connectivity, will replace the underutilised pay-phone
system with new structures called Links. Each Link will
provide superfast, free public Wi-Fi, phone calls, device
charging and a tablet for internet browsing, access to city
services, maps and directions. Funded by advertising space
sold to neighbouring businesses over the 12-year franchise
deal, more than 7500 coin operated pay phones in New
York City will become Links, transmitting free public Wi-Fi
to citizens and visitors and acting as a physical interface to
access city services and the digital world.
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“We have bridged the digital divide for citizens,” says Rit
Aggarwala. The guiding principle behind LinkNYC is not the
device, but an innovative and community-first approach to
providing essential services to the whole city. For many,
a $100-a-month broadband contract is a luxury. LinkNYC
removes this barrier and provides access to services
and information for all citizens regardless of access to
a smartphone, broadband contract, or connection to a
protected Wi-Fi network. Future uses of the ultra-fast gigabit
Wi-Fi network, which will be seamless across the city when
fully deployed, are almost endless, with citizen interaction,
sensor use, and equality of access to all, acting as a platform
to provide real insights into city life.
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Term

Definition

Accelerator

Accelerators provide mentoring and business support for
a specified period to assist entrepreneurs to launch a new
business idea.

Enhanced Infrastructure District (EID)

An alternative TIF limited to the provision of hard
infrastructure, which is financed by repayments from
rents and limited tax increases directly attributable to the
infrastructure built.

Incubator

Typically sponsored by private industry, municipalities
or research institutions, incubators aim to support the
development of new product or business ideas by providing
mentoring, financial and technical support to entrepreneurs.

Redevelopment Act 1961

The Redevelopment Act 1961 established a program of
geographically targeted federal grants and loans to relieve
unemployment and industrial stagnation in economically
distressed urban and rural areas.

Tax Increment Finance (TIF)

TIF is an approach to project funding through the issue of
bonds that are repaid from the elevated proportion of future
tax revenues following the completion of the project.
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The Future Cities
Collaborative
The Future Cities Collaborative is an initiative of the
United States Studies Centre at the University of Sydney,
in Australia. In 2007, the world reached an invisible but
momentous milestone: more than half of its population now
lives in cities. Cities are the heart of the world’s economy
and are home to the majority of people, but they also
present monumental challenges.
The Future Cities Collaborative responds to these challenges
by supporting city leaders with thought leadership, new
research and policy directions, and collaborative approaches
to developing sustainable, productive and liveable cities of
the future.
As our cities grapple with the pressures of urbanisation
together with new economies and disruptive business
models, an examination of innovation ecosystems is the
next logical step in assisting city shapers create the best
and most sustainable, resilient and productive communities.

The United States Studies Centre
The United States Studies Centre at the University of
Sydney deepens Australia’s understanding of the United
States through research, teaching and public engagement.
Through rigorous analysis of American politics, foreign
policy, economics, culture, and history, the Centre has
become a national resource, building Australia’s awareness
of the dynamics shaping American society — and critically
— their implications for Australia.
The Centre has provided a focus on the intersection
between urban planning and the environment, leveraging
Australian and US resources since 2009 with the
foundational support of the Dow Chemical Company’s

Sustainability Program and the New South Wales
Government. The Centre is proud to be building stronger
links between Australia and the United States through policy
development, knowledge exchange, and programs such as
the Future Cities Collaborative.

AECOM
AECOM is proud to support the
Future Cities Collaborative, an
initiative of the United States
Studies Centre. We have a shared vision for the future of our
cities, and alignment around our desire to identify creative
solutions to enhance and optimise them.
At AECOM, we believe that cities positioned to excel in
this time of global change are pursuing broad, integrated
strategies to tap hidden value, celebrate ecology and culture,
attract people and investment and overcome financial and
operational inefficiencies to define success.
As one of the world’s largest urban design and civil
infrastructure consultancies, AECOM does more than
answer questions for cities, we help to reframe them.
Both pragmatic and visionary, we are well placed to
deliver successful urban environments — whether it is
helping cities to prioritise capital asset reliability, plan
for climate adaptation, protect assets or provide for
sustainable economic development. We see in these kinds
of projects the opportunity to not just build resilience but
achieve brilliance.
Brilliant cities aren’t just smart. They are visibly vibrant and
delightful. They shine.
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Professor Edward Blakely
Founder and Chair

One of the world’s leading scholars and practitioners of urban policy, Professor Edward
Blakely has been dean of the School of Urban Planning and Development at the University
of Southern California and dean of the Robert J. Milano Graduate School of Management
and Urban Policy at the New School University in New York City. He currently serves as
an honorary professor in Urban Policy at the United States Studies Centre at the University
of Sydney. He is the founder and chair of the Future Cities Collaborative. In addition to
Blakely’s background in academia, he has an extensive record of public service that
includes advising the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, the City
of New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina, state and federal governments in Australia and
the United States, as well as governments in South Korea, Chile, Iran, Japan, Sweden,
Indonesia, New Zealand, and Vietnam. The Future Cities Collaborative allows Professor
Blakely to combine his passion for sustainable urban design with his expertise in teaching
and fostering capacity building in all levels of government.

Sandy Burgoyne
Director
Sandy Burgoyne has 20 years of corporate experience in developing and leading business
strategy, marketing, change and business transformation within the telecommunications,
information technology, retail service, and not-for-profit sectors. In 2007, Burgoyne
returned to her passion of urban and physical geography to apply her commercial skills
and focus her career on the collaboration between industry, government and civic leaders
to develop sustainable communities. She is the founding director of the Future Cities
Collaborative, where she works to inspire city leaders to build great cities by bringing
together innovative policy approaches, research, and practice to the urban challenges they
face. Burgoyne holds a master of sustainable development from Macquarie University and
a bachelor of arts (Geography) and diploma of education from Flinders University.

Harriet Whyte
Program Associate
Harriet Whyte graduated from the University of Sydney with a Bachelor of International
and Global Studies (Honours) degree. She is currently studying her Masters of Public
Policy and Governance at the University of New South Wales. Whyte has a keen interest
in urban policy development and is focused on helping the members of the Future Cities
Collaborative achieve practical, workable, and sustainable solutions to the urban policy
challenges they face. Whyte has a passion for policy, cities, and the United States, and
as the program associate for the Collaborative, she is able to combine these passions
and contribute to the development of world-class cities in Australia. Whyte coordinates
the programs and projects of the Collaborative, liaises with members and partners, and
manages the media for the Collaborative.
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The United States Studies Centre
The United States Studies Centre at the University of
Sydney deepens Australia’s understanding of the United
States through research, teaching and public engagement.
Through rigorous analysis of American politics, foreign
policy, economics, culture, and history, the Centre has
become a national resource, building Australia’s awareness
of the dynamics shaping American society — and critically
— their implications for Australia.
The Centre has provided a focus on the intersection
between urban planning and the environment, leveraging
Australian and US resources since 2009 with the
foundational support of the Dow Chemical Company’s
Sustainability Program and the New South Wales
Government. The Centre is proud to be building stronger
links between Australia and the United States through
policy development, knowledge exchange, and programs
such as the Future Cities Collaborative.

Contact
The United States Studies Centre
Institute Building, H03
The University of Sydney NSW 2006
Australia
Phone
Email
Twitter
Website

+61 2 9351 7249
us-studies@sydney.edu.au
@FutureCitiesAU
futurecities.org.au

The views represented in this report are the authors own, and are not necessarily the views held by the
United States Studies Centre. All research conclusions have been independently derived.
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