


1. Introduction  
 

Project brief 
Regional Development Australia (RDA) Sydney is driven by the objective of promoting 
sustainable economic development and jobs growth. RDA Sydney was approached by North 
Sydney Council for a research project that would scope the startup ecosystem in North 
Sydney. RDA Sydney contracted a 4th year University of Technology Sydney (UTS) Bachelor 
of Communications and Bachelor of Creative Intelligence and Innovation student to assist 
with the three-week project. A research brief was formed with the objective of scoping the 
startup sector including the infrastructure that supports local startups. Further, the brief 
included the following detail:  
 

A. Scope to include breakdown of startups by industry sector/specific focus.  
B. Differentiate, if possible, between those located in coworking spaces and those using 

other spaces. 
C. Ideas/suggestions from ecosystem members about how to strengthen the 

ecosystem. 
 

2. Overall Considerations 
 
- The initial framing of the study was based on the assumption that startups might 

tend to be located in coworking spaces. However, during the research coworking 
operators and other key informants indicated that while there may be some 
startups in coworking spaces, the majority are located in their homes, in leased 
premises or in other facilities. 

- While location of businesses within the Council area is of importance to Council, 
the ecosystem crosses council boundaries stretching to Macquarie Park, Sydney 
CBD and other areas. In fact, the ecosystem even has international linkages 
through investor channels and product markets. 

- Differentiation between startups and SMEs can be difficult, and this study has 
used tech as the differentiator. However, in some cases even the use of tech can 
be blurred. In general, the important issue for Council should be the potential 
scalability of the business and contribution to local employment. 

- Web-based research can be limited and inaccurate. For instance, web and social 
media research might not reflect how active a business is and its trajectory. It 
might also provide inaccurate information such as business location. Therefore, 
the findings in this report should be treated as general for the startup ecosystem 
and not necessarily accurate for individual entities. 

-  
3. Context 

 
- North Sydney Smart City Strategy and Action Plan 

The North Sydney Smart City Strategy1 is a 3-year action plan that sets out the vision and 
priorities to transform North Sydney towards being a more innovative city. Under the smart 
economy strategic theme, a key objective is to ‘increase local innovation capacity and 
activity’. This is broken down into the following actions: 
 



1. Undertake audit of local startups and coworking spaces.  
2. Support local startups and coworking spaces. 

 
 

- Snapshot of North Sydney and surrounds 
Large corporations → Cisco, Cimic, Coca Cola, NBN Co., Vodaphone and many more 
Hospitals → Royal North Shore Hospital, Mater Hospital, North Shore Private Hospital 
Educational Institutions → ACU North Sydney Campus, TAFE NSW St Leonards Campus, and, 
outside North Sydney, Macquarie University. CSIRO also has research facilities at Lindfield. 
 
 

- Deloitte report  
The initial Council interest in the startup ecosystem of North Sydney was sparked by a 2017 
Deloitte Report Imagine Sydney2 which included mapping of geographically concentrated 
‘hot pockets’ for innovation and startups. North Sydney was identified as an innovation 
precinct most likely to feature medical and health services, technology companies, 
professional services, as well as media and advertising companies. The areas with the 
highest innovation index ranking in North Sydney are Lavender Bay, Neutral Bay and St 
Leonards. This indicates these as priority areas for Council and others to provide support for 
and foster innovation.  
 

 



 
4. Methodology 

 
Research was conducted primarily through key informant interviews with a range of 
relevant stakeholders in the startup ecosystem in North Sydney and also supportive 
enablers outside of this geographic location. Insights from these interviews were used to 
form ideas and recommendations. Stakeholders included coworking space operators, 
government support services such as Service NSW, startup/innovation networks, innovation 
consultants, academics and local startups. This was supplemented with desktop research 
and a broad audit of startups in North Sydney.  
 
Scoping individual startups in the North Sydney region was achieved by reviewing grant 
recipients in recent years that had a North Sydney postcode and are still located in the area. 
This included Minimum Viable Product grant recipients and Commercialisation Australia 
grant recipients.  
 
In addition, a more broad-based search involved identifying startups attached to community 
networks and groups such as the North Sydney Innovation Network (NSIN) and also wider 
online searching. The audit aspect of the research presented some challenges as names and 
contacts could not be provided by networks and coworking space managers due to 
confidentiality reasons. See Appendix A for a list of the interviewees.  
 

5. Definitions 
 
- ‘Startup’ (Crossroads) 

Whilst there are varying interpretations of how to define a startup, for the purpose of this 
research the following key features as outlined in the CrossRoads 2020 report by 
StartupAUS3 was used as a framework to classify ‘startups’.  

1. Young: recently created, looking to grow and expand rather than consolidate, rare 
exception might include a late pivot from an existing organisation.  

2. Small: a limit on size in the definition of a startup helps define the scope and intention 
of the program as a whole.  

3. High growth: key distinguisher between a startup and an SME is their intended growth 
rate - potential to scale rapidly, increasing wealth and employment for the areas in 
which they operate in a very short timeframe and at a large scale. Growth may not 
have happened but to qualify as startup must show the intention and ability to grow 
and expand at a rapid pace. 

4. Uses technology: to achieve the scale and growth levels expected use of technology is 
required. Expect that central parts of the business model and/or products would have 
technological components - may include deep technology and IP, or simply 
incorporating an innovative use of digital technology to unlock the potential for large-
scale growth.  

5. Addresses a large market: must be looking to solve a large, global problem with a 
sizeable market attached to it.  

 
 
 



- Innovation  
Innovation is often viewed as the application of a better product, process, organisation 
action among other things, it is an umbrella term that can manifest in many diverse ways. 
The table below is taken from the Deloitte Imagine Sydney report categorising ‘outputs’ and 
‘inputs’ that facilitate types of innovation.  
 

 
 

6. Coworking  
 
- Connection between startups and coworking spaces (and the importance of 

this relationship)  
The number of coworking spaces worldwide is approximated at almost 20,000 and is 
projected to rapidly increase to be over 40,000 by 2024 with an estimated 5 million people 
working in coworking spaces4. This signals a shift to more flexible and remote work practices 
that will be adopted by startups and businesses across the globe.  
 
The benefits coworking spaces can provide startups is well documented. Coworking spaces 
provide flexibility and autonomy to startups who have different needs. Beyond the physical 
space coworking can foster a supportive environment that opens up opportunities for social 
interaction, connectivity and collaboration which ultimately creates a setting for innovation. 
North Sydney currently has 10 operating coworking spaces plus 3 that are startup 
incubators (see Appendix). Business models and tenancy/membership conditions may differ 
from one coworking space to the next.  
 

7. Startups 
 
While it was initially difficult to identify startups in the North Sydney area, over 50 were 
identified including those based at ACU Collaborate Plus. The key industry sectors of these 



startups include finance, medtech, business services, health and well-being, and 
IT/software.  
 

8. Ecosystem 
 
Startups, or any new business for that matter, don’t survive alone. They need suppliers, they 
need services, and they will relate to different levels of Government in the context of 
regulations, laws, possible assistance and so on. There are different parts of the ecosystem 
that don’t necessarily have to be in the same immediate geographic area but that form a 
network that help startups to start, to grow and to scale.  
 
The key components of the startup ecosystem in North Sydney are as follows:  

- Skills – educational institutions that fulfil the human resource components of 
startups e.g. TAFE (St Leonards or elsewhere), universities (ACU, Macquarie and 
others).  

- Physical space – coworking spaces, incubators, or private leases  
- Business support – North Sydney Council, NSW Government, Government-

funded services, consultants, operators of coworking spaces or incubators  
- Networks – NSIN, Venture Cafe  
- Research – hospital research facilities, CSIRO  
- Investors – local, national, international 
- Funding – government grants and incentives, private sector funding (angel, seed, 

venture capital) 
 
LaunchVic initiative5  
The LaunchVic initiative outlines a framework for possible council support to the startup 
ecosystem. The table below is a useful tool and visualisation that exemplifies not only  how 
Council can enable and support but also at what time in a particular startup’s life cycle. 
LaunchVic advocates that the focus of local government support should be on the early 
stages of startup development, a view that has also been held by interviewed startups 
during research for this project. The types of support include: 

- Physical infrastructure: the spaces, places and delivered programs that support 
the startup ecosystem. 

- Soft infrastructure:  the social, community-based activities and items through 
which an entrepreneur can grow. They offer support (information and funding), 
experience and cohort-benefits to a founder. 

- Soft infrastructure can occur alongside, within and as a result of, many of the 
physical infrastructures 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Startup Framework and Local Government Support – LaunchVic 

 
 
An ecosystem within an ecosystem: St Leonards 
 
The Greater Sydney Commission6 makes clear that a key planning priority is growing and 
investing in health and education precincts to: 

- diversify job opportunities across Greater Sydney 
- facilitate jobs closer to home 
- strengthen the international competitiveness of the economy, particularly in the 

area of innovation. 
 

St Leonards is one of the key health and education precincts across Sydney. There is 
potential to leverage the Royal North Shore public and private hospitals and the Mater 
Hospital to grow jobs in complementary health services and existing education facilities. It is 
a mixed-use centre, with a vibrant restaurant and retail strip, and well served by public 
transport. The importance of the precinct as a key employment centre in Greater Sydney 
combined with the new Sydney Metro station proposed at Crows Nest, presents an 
opportunity for renewal and activation. 
 
This is supported by private investment into St Leonards, such as: 

- The North Shore Health Hub7 being built by Dexus is located next to Royal North 
Shore Hospital and is due for completion in 2021. While a large component will 
be for specialist and consulting rooms, it will also contain an innovation hub for 
small health and medical businesses to co-locate and explore innovative ideas. 
Basically, an incubator model. This is an ideal location for such a hub as many of 
the idea-generators are people experienced in the health system who have 
innovative ideas about new products and methods. 

  



9. Recommendations 
 

- Coworking specific → coworking spaces operators mentioned the need for 
smaller scale but still impactful services. From this, a recommendation is to run 
sessions/workshops in the coworking spaces in an area that operators don’t have 
expertise or can’t afford by paying someone external to come in e.g. mental 
health sessions are particularly valuable in current COVID context where startups 
and small businesses are some of the worst affected 

 
- Startup specific → more in-depth research into home-based businesses and 

startups i.e. the ones not located in coworking spaces, to find out about their 
work and needs.  

 
- Startup specific → stronger emphasis in Council strategy to reduce red tape and 

simplify Council processes to make it easier for startups to get up and running 
and to further encourage entrepreneurship.  

 
- Ecosystem approach → Council to lead a roundtable discussion inviting relevant 

stakeholders and experts i.e. universities, coworking operators, startups, experts.  
 

- Ecosystem approach → host an event such as a hackathon or an information 
breakfast session with an expert guest speaker. Event should have a focus, can 
even be a Council specific problem to draw out a particular group of startups e.g. 
fintech related → opportunity to partner/collaborate with coworking space or 
private sector such to run it in a Council space and also with networks such as 
NSIN and LinkedIn Local North Sydney run by Linda Bolton, using their networks 
to reach more people. Registry for the event also forms part of startup audit.  

 
- Connect with the Sydney School of Entrepreneurship (SSE), who work to leverage 

collaborative partnerships with local councils among other institutions, 
government bodies, corporations and businesses to drive entrepreneurship and 
create jobs → SSE run competitions working on real-world problems, innovation 
workshops, educational workshops that Council can help facilitate for startups in 
the North Sydney region.  
 

- Grow partnership with Service NSW as part of the Easy to do Business program, 
which aims to make opening or expanding a small business easier by tackling the 
time, complexity and duplication issues that business owners currently face. The 
program provides business owners with free access to an online business 
navigator tool, as well as the Service NSW Business Concierge team. It simplifies 
the process for applying and tracking government licensing and the approvals 
needed to operate a business in five target sectors.  
 

- A unique characteristic of the North Sydney LGA is the calibre of hospital 
network. Precinct development initiatives in-line with the Greater Sydney 
Commission’s recommendations will continue to grow the network. Initiatives 
such as the DEXUS North Shore Health Hub are an opportune addition to the St 



Leonards precinct. These precincts facilitate knowledge sharing which is 
important for startups and there is an opportunity for Council to come onboard 
to support and encourage startups in the health and medical industry. As these 
types of startups have the potential for exponential growth, there is the 
possibility of jobs creation and benefits for the local economy.  

 
 

10. Conclusion  

 
North Sydney Council has the opportunity to support and leverage innovation in its area 
driven by startups and micro businesses. Council can also work together with stakeholders, 
including educational institutions and networks outside its immediate area, to strengthen 
the ecosystem. As the economy comes out the other side of Covid-19, many businesses will 
need to change and some businesses will innovate to take on new opportunities. Through 
support to the startup sector at this transformative time, Council has the potential to make 
a real difference to the local and broader regional economy.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



11. Appendix 
 
Contact List 
 

Name  Position Organisation 

Gina d’Albora Project Co-ordinator ACU Collaborate Plus 

Linda Bolton CEO Fill the Gap Consulting 

Francesco Placanica Founder Game Changing 

Lynette Walter CEO Navbit 

Paul White Managing Director New High Consulting 

Zoe Guenzl Politics intern North Sydney Innovation 
Network 

Jono Herman Chair North Sydney Innovation 
Network 

Antony D’Cruz Regional Engagement 
Manager 

Service NSW 

Kristy Bannister Operations Director  Work Inc 

Jessie Glew Joint Managing Director, COO WOTSO 

 
 
Identified Coworking Spaces and Incubators in North Sydney 
 

Coworking Spaces Incubators 

A23 ACU Collaborate Plus 

ACU Collaborate Plus Game Changing 

Christie Spaces IR Ventures 

Compass Offices  

EXCEN  

Regus  

Servcorp  

Travel Industry Hub  

WeWork  

Work Inc  

WorkBee  

WOTSO  
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