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THE BRISBANE REPORT: THE ANNUAL
Often the best way to see anything at its best is
through the eyes of those making it happen, and
that’s what The Brisbane Report is all about.

WHAT’S INSIDE

On the surface it’s storytelling from some of
Brisbane’s brightest and most ambitious minds. But
when you dive deeper into the why behind their
stories, you see the people behind the fundamental
economic changes, the monumental shifts in the
mentality of the city and the growth that’s taking
our city through an unprecedented level of cultural,
business and economic development.
The Brisbane Report: The Annual takes a look at just
some of the stories and insights presented to our
readers throughout 2017.
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QIMR’s Professor Frank Gannon reveals the medical
research leaps and bounds taking place right
under our noses, while Urbis’ James Tuma gives us
the lay of the land about what’s driving the rapid
transformation of Brisbane’s precints and urban
spaces.
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Dr Sue Keay from the Australian Centre for Robotic
Vision paints for us a future where robotics and
artificial intelligence change the way we live, and UQ
Business School’s Cameron Turner explains that the
future of food and the innovation needed to ensure
we can feed the world’s booming population is
happening right here in Brisbane.
And BDO’s Dennis Lin gives his expertise on the vast
and vital business opportunities Asia is presenting
right on Brisbane’s doorstep.
These are just a taste of the stories unveiled in The
Brisbane Report this year, but they put on the page
the economic development narrative of our city. It’s a
story worth watching.
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August 20 as part of National Science Week. In May
2018, Brisbane will again be the focus of worldwide
attention when it hosts the International Conference on
Robotics and Automation at the Brisbane Exhibition and
Convention Centre.

ROBOTICS

The event will attract 2000 of the world’s top robotic
experts from more than 50 countries and is the first
time the event has ever been held in the Southern
Hemisphere. One of the reasons Brisbane was selected
to host the event was because of the concentration of
robotics research expertise in the state’s capital.

QUT’s AGBOT II

Drivers for the new robot economy
Brisbane has long been the test bed for many robotic
technologies. The Port of Brisbane is Australia’s first
autonomous port, introducing AutoStrad automated
straddle carrier technology in 2005 and more recently
adding automated stacking cranes.
Brisbane has seen the launch of the world’s first pizza
delivery robot, DRU, the Dominos Robotic Unit. While
QUT’s famous Crown-of-Thorns Starfish robot (COTSbot)
was first tested in Moreton Bay before being trialled on
the Great Barrier Reef to control the spread of the reefeating starfish.

Pepper the robot gets
deep and meaningful
with a visitor to QUT.

Why Brisbane is becoming Australia’s
robotics hub
The Brisbane Report guest editor Dr Sue Keay, COO of the Australian Centre for Robotic Vision,
explains why Brisbane is leading the nation in robotics.
AT THE Australian Centre for Robotic Vision at
Queensland University of Technology, we are lucky to
get a glimpse of many exciting developments across the
nation in both robotics and computer vision.
Taking a close look at robotics in Brisbane it’s clear that
something special is in the water.
While Brisbane may not have a semiconductor industry,
a series of chain reactions has led to the emergence
of Queensland’s capital as the robotics powerhouse of
Australia.
A combination of investment by the research
community, the positioning of Brisbane as Australia’s
New World City, culminating in the launch of Digital
Brisbane, and strong support from the Queensland
Government has been the catalyst, among other factors,
for Brisbane harbouring such a strong and innovative
robotics industry.
The result is a series of initiatives that have seen Brisbane
leapfrog the rest of the nation in growing and supporting
a fledgling robotics ecosystem.

A hotbed of robotics thought leaders
In August 2017 Brisbane was the focus of international
attention hosting the first ever World of Drones Congress,
organised by 2015 Telstra Queensland Business Woman
of the Year, Dr Catherine Ball.
Catherine has also created a program to encourage girls
to engage with STEM through flying drones.
The program, SheFlies, is gender neutral but aims to
build girls’ confidence with drone technology, which is
expected to create thousands of future jobs from piloting
drones to writing code, analysing data, and design and
manufacturing.

The result is a series of initiatives that
have seen Brisbane leapfrog the rest of
the nation in growing and supporting
a fledgling robotics ecosystem.

So why is Brisbane becoming the nexus for activity in
robotics? There are a number of drivers.
At the Australian Centre for Robotic Vision we are lucky
to speak to people from a range of industry sectors. To
make some broad generalisations we find that the most
interest we receive is from the financial services sector.
Keen to understand how innovation will disrupt existing
business models, financial services (including insurance)
companies are eager to try new things. Agriculture is also
one of the most innovative groups we talk to, driven by
innate self-sufficiency and the pressures of labour costs
and aging farming communities, the agricultural sector
is quick to embrace new ways of doing things.

R&D paving the way

World of Drones will follow on from Robotronica, a free
robotics and technology spectacular hosted by QUT that
attracts thousands of robot enthusiasts.

Robotics R&D has been underway in Brisbane for more
than two decades, with CSIRO’s Queensland Centre
for Advanced Technologies (QCAT) specialising in field
robotics developing autonomous mine vehicles as well
as creating wireless sensor network technology for use in
agriculture and the environment, tracking livestock and
testing water and air quality.

While Robotronica showcases QUT-developed robotic
technology it also highlights the latest advances from
around the world in both robotics and interactive
design. Robotronica is a one-day event held on Sunday

CSIRO and QUT pioneered research on UAVs in the
early 2000s, leading to the creation of the UAV Outback
Challenge in 2005. It attracts competitors from around
the world and in 2018 will involve competing teams

using their UAVs to autonomously collect a blood sample
from a rural property and deliver it back to base.
When solved, this medical express challenge will have
enormous implications for the delivery of health services
in remote regions, providing many Queenslanders with
access to services previously not available.
And Brisbane’s researchers are making an impact
internationally. Team ACRV from The Australian Centre
for Robotic Vision at QUT held off 16 teams from 10
countries to win the 2017 Amazon Robotics Challenge
(and $US80,000) at RoboCup in Nagoya, Japan.
The team’s custom-made robot, Cartman, was designed
to automate picking and packing - something
Amazon will be watching very closely for use in its own
operations.
The University of Queensland (UQ), in association with
Mining 3 (formerly CRC Mining), has been pioneering
innovations in autonomous mining. And a new UAV has
been designed at UQ, resulting in high efficiency quadrotors that can help in search-and-rescue operations.
UQ worked with Brisbane unmanned aerial systems
(UAS) company V-TOL Aerospace on the manufacture
of the quad-rotors. Another UQ innovation is the I-Ball,
an interactive smart football developed by UQ’s robotics
design lab for people with a visual impairment. The I-Ball
encourages participation by assisting children to sense
where the ball is located.
A big advance in Brisbane’s robotics scene started in
2010 when QUT made a strategic investment in robotics
with the recruitment of world-leading robotic vision
expert Professor Peter Corke.
QUT is home to the world’s first Robot Academy
platform, offering free access to a range of robotic
resources and pioneering the world’s first Massively Open
Online Courses (MOOCs) in robotics, attracting more
than 60,000 students from 170 countries.
In 2014, the Australian Government funded a Centre
of Excellence to apply computer vision to robotics. The
Australian Centre for Robotic Vision is a $25m national
investment headquartered in Brisbane that has seen
the development of a number of new technologies,
including environmental robots (RangerBot and
COTSbot), robots for healthcare (social robots and
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orthopaedic surgery robots), agricultural

robots (for picking fruit and eliminating weeds), and
developing vision systems for infrastructure inspection
(power poles, solar panels, among others).

Industry hard-wired into Brisbane
A number of robotics companies are formed or base
themselves in Brisbane, including the Australian arm of
international company Blue Ocean Robotics, Softbank
subsidiary STA Solutions, Japan’s TerraDrone and
homegrown companies like V-TOL Aerospace, Mawson
Robotics, Skyborne Technologies, Freelance Robotics,
COLETEK Robotics, to name just a few.

Startups on the circuit
Brisbane is now the number No.2 destination for startups
in Australia so it is no surprise that it is leading the way
in robotics start-ups. Australia’s first dedicated robotics
start-up accelerator is here, created by QUT bluebox in
partnership with the Queensland Government.
The robotics accelerator leverages expertise at QUT as
well as the Innovation Precinct in Fortitude Valley to
help fast-track the development of a healthy robotics
ecosystem in the state. Ten teams of robotic hopefuls
have started the accelerator program either to develop
their own robots or to work in concert with SoftBank
Robotics Corp on the Pepper humanoid robot platform.
Companies such as Blue Ocean Robotics are also
spawning their own spin-off companies, so watch
this space. We should be seeing plenty more robotics
companies in the near future.

Brisbane’s enterprising spirit
A strong maker community, an essential ingredient to
supporting robotic innovation, is evident in Brisbane,
which is the home of Australia’s oldest hackerspace. With
a custom-built campus in Eagle Farm, partially funded
via a Kickstarter campaign, HSBNE inc is Brisbane’s
largest community workshop and maker collective,
providing the community, space and tools for people to
build their ideas.
Brisbane is also home to the first maker space hosted
in an Australian library. “The Edge” was launched by the
State Library of Queensland in 2010 and encourages
innovation across the arts, technology, science and

business, providing the tools and support to encourage
people to embrace creative enterprises.

MEDICAL RESEARCH

Robotics startups are also finding support via Vektor
Innovations. Starting as a shared working space, Vektor
founder Victor Vicario is developing an Advanced
Innovation hub, which will be an prototyping and
manufacturing space focused on hardware startups.

Foundations for robotics
These initiatives are supported by firm foundations with
the Queensland Government making coding mandatory
in the high school curriculum and also creating a Centre
of Excellence in Automation and Robotics at Alexandra
Hills State High School. To further encourage robotics
and coding the government has been working with local
councils and libraries to deliver the Advance Queensland
STEM-I-AM coding and robotics grants program,
designed to encourage more Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people to pursue knowledge in science,
technology, engineering and maths.
A number of robotics and coding-related educational
startups have their origins in Brisbane including Coding
Kids and Junior Engineers, while the city is home to
Australia’s first CoderDojo – a global movement of
free coding clubs for young kids. Brisbane also hosts
a chapter of Robogals, an international student-run
organisation (started in Melbourne) that aims to inspire
and empower young women to consider studying
engineering and related fields.

Robotics as a competitive advantage
A Japanese visitor to our centre asked why they should
work with us when Japan has expertise in robotics. The
same reasons that make Australia a unique continent
also underpin our competitive advantage in robotics.
There are many challenges that we face in Australia
that are unique, from saving the Great Barrier Reef to
extracting mineral resources, producing food in harsh
climatic conditions and servicing infrastructure that
covers vast distances.
In applying robotic solutions to these challenges,
Australia has found its niche and also its competitive
advantage. The approach to solving these challenges can
be applied to other industries and other countries.

World of Drones Conference
saw thousands of scientists
descend upon Brisbane.

MEDICAL RESEARCH YOU PROBABLY DIDN’T
KNOW IS HAPPENING IN BRISBANE
Guest editor Professor Frank Gannon, Director
and CEO, QIMR Berghofer Medical Research
Institute, wraps up some of the game-changing
medical research happening in Brisbane
Writing this piece, I had an immediate problem that
attests to Brisbane’s standing as an internationally
significant centre for medical research: There are so
many excellent scientists doing world-class research and
translation that a long and detailed report, which would
read like a telephone book, would be required to cover it
all in a fair manner.

Queensland institutes at St Lucia, including the Institute
of Molecular Bioscience, the Queensland Brain Institute
and the Australian Institute for Bioengineering and
Nanotechnology.

Brisbane’s ‘knowledge corridor’
They, and QIMR Berghofer, are connected by Brisbane’s
busways and form a medical research “knowledge
corridor” that also links to the Brisbane Convention
and Exhibition Centre – an increasingly busy host to
international research conferences.

To give you an example, at QIMR Berghofer we publish
two scientific papers every day. Multiply that by the
other highly visible institutes, add in the excellent
clinical research work in the hospitals, and you can see
that the city abounds with research that is contributing
knowledge, and leading to practical health outcomes,
worldwide.

I arrived in Brisbane six years ago after spending the
previous 17 years at the helm of leading research
organisations in Europe. I was familiar with QIMR
Berghofer from my frequent visits to Brisbane as a board
member of the Institute of Molecular Bioscience, and
had been impressed by the research happening at both
facilities. I have continued to be struck by the standard of
research facilities, and scientists, in this city.

The other research institutes referred to above include
the Translational Research Institute at the Princess
Alexandra Hospital campus; the Institute of Health and
Biomedical Innovation at the Queensland University of
Technology’s Kelvin Grove campus; and The University of

A 2016 report by Deloitte Access Economics found that
Australia produced nearly 4 per cent of global health
and medical research output in 2012. This was despite
Australia’s accounting for only about 0.32 per cent of the
world’s population at that time. Brisbane’s
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medical research community made a great contribution
towards this impressive result.

From immune defence to saving the English Premier League
To ensure I share diverse examples of the best research
here, I asked the heads of many of these institutions to
give me two examples that illustrated the strengths of
their work. Given the number of institutions, there isn’t
room here to provide the whole list. However, there are
some highlights that should be shared. I decided not
to provide the names of the scientists leading these
projects, as often they involve multiple research teams
and there is a danger of omission, which is a great sin
when writing an article like this.

I have continued to be struck by the
standard of research facilities, and
scientists, in this city

Inevitably, I will start with QIMR Berghofer. While the
institute is brimming with promising research, one
particularly exciting field of our work is immunotherapy.
This is the great new hope for cancer treatments, which
involves activating our immune defence systems to
target the cancers. It is easy to say that “we are world
leaders” in this field, but a confirmation of this is the fact
that several international pharmaceutical companies
have established joint research projects based around
our discoveries, and progress them to clinical trials.

Another particularly exciting area of our research is
in identifying new drugs for malaria, a leading cause
of death globally, and a continuing major health
problem for our near neighbours. In this case, the global
importance of this research is demonstrated by the fact
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation is supporting these
“human challenge” trials, which are being carried out at
our clinical trials facility, Q-Pharm.
“Human challenge” means exactly that. Trial participants
receive live, malaria-causing parasites and we then test
whether the candidate drug stops the progression of
the disease. We know how to kill the particular species
of malaria parasite before it causes illness, so it is a safe
process and one which is very effective. It dramatically
reduces the time for scanning a potential cure from
three years to six months, thereby accelerating the
pipeline for delivering new drugs to the world. Volunteers
are always welcome at QPharm!
As I restricted my colleagues to giving only two
examples, I should not spend more space telling you
about other activities at QIMR Berghofer, such as
developing great new ways to project the likely outcome
of cancer diagnosis using precision medicine; producing
detailed maps of the connection patterns in our brains
and how these can be related to mental illnesses;
research contributing to the elimination of a significant
parasitic disease in China; and population health studies
that have contributed to the recent decline in Australia’s
melanoma rate.
But enough about us. When I asked QUT for examples,
they pointed me to a product called the NordBord.

This new invention, which protects the hamstring, has
resulted from QUT research and is now in a spinoff
company. I was delighted to see it being used by eight
English Premier League soccer teams, nine AFL teams,
five Rugby World Cup teams, four NRL teams and five
different national institutes of sport. One of those English
Premier League teams is Leicester City and it attributes
its surprising success last year, in part, to the use of the
NordBord (it may have stopped using the product, as the
team wasn’t doing so well at the start of the season).

Brisbane’s strengths in its genes
Also at QUT, a world-leading team is unveiling the
genomic architecture of arthritis, discovering key genes
that may be future targets for diagnosis and therapy. This
group has led a global initiative to identify the genes that
are the primary cause of the disease, and has discovered
the involvement of a specific, potential target gene.
Identifying genes that cause, or increase the risk of,
disease is a particular strength in Brisbane and one
found not only at QUT but also at QIMR Berghofer and
UQ. An exciting new development is that these research
groups are now clustering together as partners within
Queensland Genomics Health Alliance, funded by
Queensland Health.
There are a multitude of examples of exciting medical
research at UQ. These include growing medicinal
plants at the Institute of Molecular Bioscience with
a technology that may be particularly appropriate
for developing countries, where there is a lack of
infrastructure to ensure the required refrigeration.
Interestingly, QUT is doing similar work to grow bananas
with improved nutritional value, again for developing
countries.
A project at UQ has resulted in the establishment
of a new company with a significant investment to
develop drug candidates for inflammatory diseases.
There is a lot of related work in this area, which extends
to autoimmune diseases and cancer, and a number
of research groups at the Diamantina Institute and
Translational Research Institute are doing significant
multidisciplinary research in that area. Some of these
diseases are well known, such as multiple sclerosis
and type 1 diabetes. But in total there are nearly 80
autoimmune diseases and hence a lot of people are
hoping for some improvements in treatments to be
delivered.
Another area of globally important research occurring in
Brisbane is into the targeted use of antibiotic therapies.
We all know that drug resistance in disease-causing
organisms is a major problem, and Brisbane has experts,
especially at UQ, who are identifying the organisms and
better ways to treat them.

Scientists at work
in the labs at QIMR,
Herston.

Prof Frank Gannon

It is hard to write about research in Brisbane without
mentioning melanoma and skin cancer, given that it
is such a prevalent problem in this region. Researchers
from UQ and QIMR Berghofer have joined together to
establish the Australian Skin and Skin Cancer Research
Centre. One specific project, based at UQ and the PA

Hospital, involves whole-body 3D screening, using
very advanced technology, to conduct a world-first
assessment of skin and the progress of skin cancers.
Again, this is an example of how we can bring great
technology and an understanding of diseases together
to have a major impact on societal wellbeing.

City of collaborations, and they’re rising
This project is just one example of the cross-city
collaboration, which I find has grown significantly in
recent years. Another great illustration of this is the
Brisbane Diamantina Health Partners, which brings
together four hospitals, two universities, two medical
research Institutes, a primary care network, and
Queensland Health. This new alliance is accelerating the
translation of research to the clinic. With 10 different
themes, almost all major illnesses are included and the
momentum of the partners is clearly increasing since it
was established in 2014.
Another important alliance has resulted in the Herston
Imaging Research Facility. We pooled our resources with
UQ, QUT and the Royal Brisbane and Women’s Hospital
to purchase an outstanding combination of top-of-therange imaging equipment. UQ, and the PA Hospital and
TRI have other impressive facilities, which collectively
make Brisbane a world centre for research and clinical
work involving imaging.
The list could continue but the overall impression is clear:
Research of great relevance to Queenslanders, and the
world, is occurring in all of the excellent institutions in
Brisbane. The buildings are great and beautiful, but the
work that goes on inside them is even more spectacular.
Increasingly this research is being transferred into the
clinic and some is at the stage of clinical trials.

What it means for the economy
While the most obvious benefits of this research are
saving and prolonging lives and alleviating suffering,
this research is also providing huge benefits to the
Queensland and Australian economies. In its report,
Deloitte Access Economics found that every dollar
invested by the National Health and Medical Research
Council (NHMRC) into the health and medical research
workforce between 2000 and 2015 provided next page >

FOOD INNOVATION

Identifying genes that cause, or increase the risk of, disease is a particular
strength in Brisbane and one found not only at QUT but also at QIMR
Berghofer and UQ.
a return of $3.20, amounting to a net benefit of more
than $23 billion over 15 years. The factors contributing to
this financial return included income generated from
research commercialisation and the savings made by
providing an evidence base for preventative health.

of the Medical Research Future Fund by the Federal
Government. Although the fine details haven’t been
announced, it is expected that the MRFF will support
work closely aligned with translation from the laboratory
into the clinic.

The economic benefits don’t stop there. Each of the
research institutions mentioned above is a major
employer in Brisbane, and Queensland. At QIMR
Berghofer, we have about 700 employees. Add to this the
workforces at the other institutes and universities, and
one recognises the often-overlooked fact that research is
a major industry and major contributor to the economic
life of Brisbane and that is not restricted simply to the
generation of spinoff companies. According to the Office
of the Queensland Chief Scientist, the state’s science,
technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM)
workforce almost doubled to 244,300 between 2001 and
2016, with health professionals making up one of the
fastest-growing groups.

In Queensland, and indeed Australia, progress is
particularly needed in developing linkages between
researchers and industry, and in growing our own
industries. The Advance Queensland programs are
a welcome boost for these efforts. All institutes have
business development teams working on this aspect
of research, with increasing success, and I expect that
over time these efforts will increase the direct economic
benefits generated by our research.

Brisbane’s science sector is also supporting South East
Queensland’s vital tourism industry. Researchers are
coming to Brisbane in increasing numbers to attend
scientific meetings and to establish and build research
collaborations. It is an emerging industry that can grow
and expand even more in future.

How to keep the research flowing
However, while the overall picture is bright, there is
more work to be done to ensure the excellent medical
research happening in Brisbane is translated into the
clinic. Research is expensive and scientists have to
compete ferociously for their salaries every few years.
Support from the community is essential to allow crucial
research pathways to be followed and we all appreciate
those altruistic donations and put them to very good
use. One promising new development is the launch

For example, at QIMR Berghofer we have introduced a
number of initiatives to increase our collaborations with
industry and to push more research towards translation.
They include entering into an agreement with global
biotherapeutics company CSL, which will provide advice
and support on commercialisation, as well as giving our
scientists the opportunity to take a two-year leave of
absence to work in the biotech sector.
While there are cross-institute collaborations in place, as
outlined above, there is also a need to facilitate more of
these, as well as collaborations between clinicians and
researchers. We are working on improving these links,
and the BDHP is a very useful forum for such discussions.
The research teams, who will be home late again tonight
after another long day in the lab, are great citizens and
their efforts are helping to prevent, minimise and cure
diseases that affect Queenslanders and the world. It
is enormously rewarding to be part of this effort, and
every day I am reminded that I am lucky to have the
opportunity to join in these exciting developments
happening here in Brisbane.

UQ’S Food Innovation Precinct.

THE STATE OF FOOD INNOVATION IN BRISBANE
AND BEYOND
Guest editor Cameron Turner, from UQ Business School, delves into what is shaping the future of
food innovation both in Brisbane and further afield.
The Western food system is on the precipice of a
transformation.

3. There is an awareness about functional foods and the
importance of our gut microbiota.

It sounds ominous, I know, but a new food paradigm
has emerged driven by the knowledge about positive
health effects of functional and natural foods together
– all broadcast on social media by informed, affluent
consumers.

4. There are rapidly expanding opportunities to export
Australian-made health foods to China.

But when we look at the food consumer market
nowadays, four primary drivers are combining to create
significant opportunities for new and incumbent food
manufacturers, retailers and restaurants:

While these socio-economic changes represent a significant
opportunity for new entrants to the food industry, there
are headwinds. These have a significant impact on public
health, the economy, exports and the long-term viability of
the Australian food industry.

1. Middle and high-income consumers are paying a
premium for taste, health and convenience.
2. There is an accelerating public concern about obesity
and a movement against sugar.

5. Business-to-consumer selling using social media
marketing and home delivery is flourishing.

1. Australia is losing food manufacturing capacity and the
associated food security due to the inability of Australian
food manufacturers to compete on price with low-cost
producing countries.
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A new food paradigm
has emerged driven by
the knowledge about
positive health effects of
functional and natural
foods together – all
broadcast on social media
by informed, affluent
consumers.

2. The Australian population, along with the rest of the First
World, is facing unprecedented increases in diet-related
chronic health diseases including obesity, diabetes and
cardiovascular disease.
3. The dominance of multinational food companies in
Australia, which are focused on selling cheap, unhealthy,
high-fat and high-sugar foods, and not investing in
developing and launching healthy food innovation and
products in Australia.
4. There is a disconnect between the Australian food
industry and the extensive food science and innovation
capacity in Australia’s food research and development
organisations.
5. The poor rate of commercialisation of new, healthy and
innovative foods developed in Australia.
6. The very low level of processed food exports from
Australia due to price competitiveness.

has a number of innovative food technologies it is taking to
market through its commercialisation company, UniQuest.
In the past few years, University of Queensland food
scientists have developed a range of new and innovative
dairy products, including cheese with 10 per cent of the fat
of full-fat cheese but the same texture and mouth feel, and
cream cheese and ghee that might lower cholesterol and
control blood lipid levels
Imagine butter chicken that lowers cholesterol – now that’s
innovation. UQ scientists have also developed ways to
transport fresh milk via sea freight at 10 per cent of the
costs of the currently air freighted fresh milk to China.
The UQ food research program is focused on creating tasty,
healthy and innovative food products such as:
• Fresh uncooked foods with special probiotics that are
good for you and can be added to kill salmonella and
listeria, making them safer and healthier.

So there are competing factors combining to drastically
shape the future of the Australian food industry, for better
or worse, depending on which side of the health and
innovation ledger you are. Of course, we all know about the
dairy industry’s struggles – both on price and profits.

• Muffins when consumed every day taste great, are healthy
and lower cholesterol.

None of the big companies in the Australian dairy industry
is making money, and all seem to be leaving innovation and
the task of exciting consumers to the small, niche regional
dairy producers such as Gympie Butter, Maleny and Scenic
Rim milk, Kennilworth and Maleney cheese, and Barambah
organics.

UQ has also recently established a $1 million Food
Innovation Lab (FIL), which will have 100 food science
master’s degree students each year developing new
innovative products.

Where Brisbane fits into the innovation equation
The good news is there is an enormous amount of
support and a rapidly increasing opportunity for new food
innovations to get to market. South East Queensland has
perhaps the best support mechanisms of any region in
Australia to support the development of innovative new
food products.
The University of Queensland at St Lucia has the largest
food research capability of any university in Australia and

• 3D-printed sweets that taste fantastic but are more
healthy for you.

Wandering Cooks in Fish Lane, South Brisbane, is a lowcost shared kitchen that helps people with a new food idea
develop their formulations and produce small batches for
early market testing.
Angela Hirst, a passionate foodie, established this new
business to help small artisan food producers get started
with a very small investment. Wandering Cooks has five
small kitchens that can be hired out for as little as $20-$30
an hour, enabling new and established food producers to
concentrate on producing and selling their foods rather
than spending a fortune on leasing a new facility and buying
equipment.

For companies wanting to produce larger volumes, the
Queensland Department of Agriculture and Fisheries and
the CSIRO have a $20 million food pilot plant, and research
and product development facility at Cooper’s Plains.

developing globally and, for the most part, his assessments
have been spot on.

This facility exists to help food innovators, entrepreneurs
and food companies produce prototype products and then
scale up production without the need to build their own
facility – until the success of the product is more certain.

1. Digestive Wellness 2.0 (science-based foods that make
you feel good in the gut)

Where food innovators can find help – and money

3. The “sportification” of food and beverages (foods
targeted at athletes or wannabe athletes)

Of course, for a startup or commercial
opportunity to develop national and global potential, it
needs more than just a new idea or new product.

4. Personalisation (foods designed for an individual’s
nutritional needs)

These are:

2. Plant-based foods (from nut milks to vegetable protein)

High-impact startups need technical innovation, clear
market insight, a passionate and skilled entrepreneur and
access to capital. As you can see, there are an abundance of
good ideas coming out of Queensland and loads of facilities,
but there is also a lot of capital being made available to
new entrepreneurs. For example, the Advance Queensland
Ignite Ideas fund helps commercialise new transformational
ideas through joint funding.

5. Inflammation (foods that assist joint pain)

The Federal Government’s Accelerating Commercialisation
fund will provide up to $1 million to help a startup or
existing company take a new product or service to market.

9. Good carbs, bad carbs (oats and whole grains lower
cholesterol, white flour is evil)

Food Innovation Australia Limited is a Federal Government
growth centre that can provide up to $100,000 to help food
innovators overcome any technical challenges stopping
them from commercialising their new food ideas.
Furthermore, the Federal Government is facilitating
hundreds of millions of dollars of equity investment into the
startup sector. The $200 million CSIRO investment fund will
start this year, offering investment for Australian startups
with innovative ideas to go to market.
There are also more traditional sources of funding from
organisations such as the Brisbane Angels, which has
invested in a number of food businesses such as Progel,
PERKii and Boomerang’s Pies. Boomerang’s is now one
of the largest and fastest-growing sweet and savoury pie
companies in the US.
Crowd sourcing is an increasingly attractive source of funds
for new companies. While there are established companies
such as US-based Kickstarter, several Australian crowdfunding sites are helping food companies.

6. Protein (not so much for muscle but for improved satiety)
7. Snackification (everything including breakfast cereals,
cheese, jerky and nuts)
8. Up with fat, down with sugar (more fat is good and
compensates for reducing sugar)

10. Fragmentation (categories are dividing into niches, room
for everyone except big food)
The best news is that there are real rewards for the
successful food entrepreneur who gets it all right. Australia
has a strong history of creating disruptive food startups and
the founders of these successes were greatly rewarded for
the efforts.
Brisbane’s Di Bella Coffee sold for $47 million in 2014 after
establishing itself as force in the coffee market. Gourmet
Garden, just a short trek to Brisbane’s north at Palmwood,
was bought by McCormick & Co for $150 million in 2016.
Further afield, juice brand Nudie was bought by Monde
Nissan for $80 million 2014, popular franchise business
Boost Juice sold for $185 million in 2014, and baby food
maker Rafferty’s Garden was bought by PZ Cussons for $70
million (12 times earnings) in 2013.

For example, two NSW fund-seekers who launched their
project on Pozible exceeded their $10,000 target to fund a
brand of Australian-made organic vodka.
The reward for funders was bottles of vodka, an invite
to the launch party, and an “Australian spirit-tasting and
cocktail-making master class”, depending on how much you
gave (the range was $20 to $1000).

Get a taste for the trends
Critically, food innovators need to have an on-trend product
that is ahead of the major brand owners.Julian Melenton,
who runs the New Nutrition Journal, outlines 10 key trends

Wandering Cooks, South Brisbane

ASIAN INVESTMENT

THE ASIA OPPORTUNITY
Dennis Lin, National Leader for International Business at BDO, explains why the economic
opportunities presented by our northern neighbours are knocking Brisbane’s door.

Australia is traditionally a net importer of capital. To that
end, China continues to gain the majority of attention
when discussions take place regarding Asian investment
into Australian businesses.
While China is deservedly a top priority, it is worth noting
there are other countries in the region exhibiting similar
trends in rising consumer demands and also the ability
to invest.
Countries such as Indonesia and the Philippines are
such examples, where they also have a growing middleclass market, each with unique demands that are not
always satisfied by their respective domestic supplies.
Like the flying geese formation, as China moves into a
services economy, the other forms of economy are likely
to be picked up by neighbouring economies as they
experience the next phases of growth.
For Australia, this represents a significant opportunity.
Our products and services have strong brand integrity
and value in these markets, and are often associated
with quality and safety. These are some of the many
reasons that Australian businesses remain attractive to
Asian investors.
However, it remains critical for business owners to
understand all the other criteria they’ll be judged against
when their investment potential is under review.
The bottom line of any transaction is the ability to turn
a concept and opportunity into reality to the mutual
sustainable benefit of parties concerned.

China’s dominance isn’t the only story

Shanghai, China

The food and agriculture sector has been benefiting
from China due to the high demand for food products
by a rising middle class and increase in consumption,
particularly in higher-protein and health wholefoods.
While it is a trend so often associated with China, the
overall sentiment is equally applicable to a range of

other countries as well, particularly in South East Asian
nations such as Indonesia, Vietnam and Malaysia.
When a business owner is looking for strategic capital
to help expand their business, China will continue to
remain an important partner of Queensland businesses,
but there are other opportunities in Asia that should
remain part of the equation.
The positive characteristics in our market that make
our products attractive to Chinese investors also apply
to investors and consumers from other markets in the
region.
Throughout Asia, Australian businesses and their
products are perceived as clean, green and of a high
quality. While the finer details of doing business with
each culture will require some attention, the products
and services themselves will still hold the same appeal.

What does a successful partnership look like?
There are examples of successful investment
partnerships between Asian and Queensland businesses.
Take Buderim Ginger as an example, it is an iconic
Queensland listed company that sells ginger-based
food products, and has been operating for more than
75 years. It had been losing market share as demand for
traditional products decreased. During the past several
years, it expanded its product to include macadamia and
also began a rejuvenated ginger product line.
Buderim Ginger successfully negotiated about $20
million investment from one of the largest snack food
companies in China. Not only does this help the business
achieve financial objectives, the relationship opens up
access to more than 450,000 retail outlets in China.
The business now has capital, deep understanding of the
new markets and relationships to realise its potential.
This is, in many cases, superior to investment by a
next page >
financial investor, from Australia or overseas.

Dennis Lin says the Philippines
(Manila, below) and Indonesia
(Jakarta, right) present significant
opportunities for Brisbane
businesses.

That link back into China is arguably the most attractive
feature of these relationships for Queensland businesses,
purely due to the scale of the market to which they grant
access.

partners. While the cultural specifics will differ between
each unique Asian country, the practice of relationship
building before settling on any deals is relatively
consistent across the region.

traits that foreign investors seek as well. Other industries
growing in the region include education, tourism
and healthcare. There have also been several recent
transactions in the childcare services sector.

To put it in perspective, Coles has about 750 stores, so
businesses that only sell domestically have a smaller
threshold for expansion than those that find these
links to bigger markets. Along with the link back to
their home market, the investor can also offer essential
information and guidance that can help Australian
businesses develop in these markets, instead of leaving
them to fend for themselves.

Local knowledge, understanding of business and social
customs will shape the success of these investment
discussions. The differences in business custom and
cultures should not make people scared or hesitant. It
is a condition to keep in mind and a motivation to take
care and do appropriate research before starting out.

The financial aspects of those transactions are only part
of the picture. For the investors, an alliance provides
them with an opportunity to understand and be
exposed to the business models, which can then be
subsequently translated for the Asian market.

What is motivating the current demand?
Demand for new products - and Australian ones
specifically - is born out of a range of motivations. While
food safety and security is important, some of the
motivation also stems from a desire for more variety in
terms of diet and the aspiration for a healthier lifestyle.
Chinese people have a particular diet, but along with
a rising middle class and new generation, palates are
also changing. This trend means that large traditional
food producers in China are also having to react to a
changing market, subsequently increasing their appetite
for foreign investment deals. When structured correctly,
these investment arrangements can be win-win
scenarios, with both sides having something to gain.
Business leaders need to be aware of the value that lies
in building relationships with prospective investment

How to be attractive to investors
Businesses have to put in a lot of work to be investor
ready – it is not a passive process. Taking a proactive
approach while understanding there’s a significant
relationship-building process is important. Expecting a
quick sale could upset interested investors and damage
reputation for all concerned.
There is a perception that Chinese organisations will
likely be the highest bidder. That is increasingly not the
case, and experiences would indicate Asia as a whole is
becoming a strong source of strategic capital. Businesses
should not be judging a deal solely based on price,
as there are many other factors that will influence a
successful transaction.

One of the most attractive things about childcare
services from an investment perspective is that the
model is scalable. True scalability allows for expansion
and revenue growth while minimising increases in
operational costs. A prospective investor can potentially
take what an aggregated childcare services provider has
achieved and adapt the model for use in other, much
larger markets. Large-scale childcare services away
from residence is a relatively new development in Asian
markets.
Scalability is a benefit for businesses in two ways:
It marks them as a worthy avenue for investment by
showing how they intend to grow and scale.

Scalability is the key

It can lead to expansion into other markets, as there’s a
defined method for how that original business can be
replicated and rolled out in new locations.

While food production businesses receive much
attention, those in other industries can embody the

Outside of investments based around knowledge
transfer, Australia’s status as a AAA-rating country marks

it as a safe place to put money to work. Industries where
investments are directed by these motivations include
property and infrastructure.
Another key attribute that investors look for is
sustainability. A business has to be able to prove that its
historical and present performance indicates an ongoing
trend, one that will continue and grow further in the
coming months and years.

Get it right onshore before heading offshore
Teasing out these elements of a business and its
investment potential takes time, which is why the
relationship-building phase of the initial discussions is
so important. Gaining a greater understanding of an
organisation’s potential here - as well as an investor’s
motives - provides important context for the future.
Expanding overseas is a complex exercise – unfamiliar
cultures, business landscapes, taxation structures and
regulatory regimes can present daunting obstacles.
Having an experienced team who can navigate you
through this new environment is vital.
Attracting international investment to Brisbane is
an important part of the River City’s New World City
status and our businesses are among some of the
most attractive in the country. With the right strategy,
a proactive mindset and an open mind about what
lies outside of China, the opportunities available for
Brisbane businesses in the Asia Pacific should not be
underestimated – or missed.

URBAN RENEWAL

Eagle Street Pier

McKinsey Global Institute research suggests that from
now until 2025, one-third of world growth will come
from the key Western capitals and emerging market
megacities, one-third from the heavily populous middleweight cities of emerging markets, and one-third from
small cities and rural areas in developing countries.

ALL PART OF THE MASTERPLAN: WHAT’S
BEHIND THE TRANSFORMATION OF BRISBANE?
James Tuma, National Director of Design at Urbis, delves into the ideas, projects and big thinking
that is transforming Brisbane into a new world city.
Brisbane is great at transforming precincts, at making
something tangible, story-driven and human out of
our spaces. Take the urban renewal of Newstead few Australian cities have so successfully reinvented
somewhere over such a short period.
Renewing, improving and shaping our cities is what
gets me out of bed in the morning. Cities are fascinating
– they are complex, nuanced engines. The coming
together of different demographics, persuasions
and ethnicities creates a dynamic that is intrinsically
compelling. Overlay this with the economics of market
cycles, the complexities of regulation and everything
else, and you have a fertile ground for innovation.
The ultimate goal of city-shaping is to make great places
for people. As Brisbane transforms into a new world city,
the best city it can be on the global stage, what does it

mean for those who matter most, the people?
Cities such as London - with its incredibly strong cultural
drivers - and Toronto or Auckland - which both dominate
on cultural, transport and infrastructure levels - all
contain lessons and spaces that Brisbane can aspire to,
and potentially surpass.
Here’s where I think Brisbane’s strengths can come to
the fore.

The evolution of cities and the Brisbane ‘mindset’
Cities have never had a greater role to play on the global
stage. Investors and corporations internationally aren’t
looking at countries, states or provinces – they want to
invest in cities. Over the next couple of years, cities will
see trillions of dollars of investment.

Brisbane Airport

That’s a significant shift and it plays out even in practical
things. These days people visit cities, not countries.
We say “I went to New York”, not America; “I went to
Copenhagen”, not Denmark.
So cities are becoming increasingly powerful in terms
of their interrelationship with one another, and as fields
for investment and innovation. The Grattan Institute
did some research last year exploring how cities are
becoming more and more magnetic.
It found that despite technology enabling us to work
anywhere, anytime, we’re seeing an ever greater
coalescence of people, investment, capital, talents and
ideas in cities. They are becoming more potent and
significantly out-competing regions.
For Brisbane, in an important psychological change, we
no longer look south of the border for comparison. The
thinking behind New World City, our own economic
development, our own industries and our own focus
on various precincts’ innovation have meant that we’ve
matured.

South Bank, or getting a coffee, or being able to eat out
at any time of the day.
Or cultural experiences, something Brisbane is doing
increasingly well. More than 30 per cent of the people
now renting the new apartments built during the last
cycle in inner Brisbane have actually come from within
Brisbane, but past 10km out.

That’s a major change in 10 years, and an important one
because it underpins something else about Brisbane - an
increasing desire for urban life.

This all points to the fundamental shift in what the
people of Brisbane, or at least more of the people of
Brisbane, value in terms of the city. We still want our
great leafy outdoor lifestyle, we still want to have parks
and to walk the dog and go for a bike ride, and have a
barbecue with friends.

That plays out in some of our recent research here at
Urbis. People are trading in fringe and suburban lifestyles
for the convenience and attractiveness of living near

But we are now, to add to the complexity of how the city
functions, prepared to accept higher density living as a
trade-off for amenity, even for families.
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Howard Smith Wharves and
Queen Street Mall (right).

Looking beyond Brisbane’s established precincts
When people think of Brisbane, they think of our
established precincts: the Valley, the CBD, Toowong,
West End and South Brisbane. However, there are
other opportunities to capitalise on. Our universities,
for example, are fertile ground for creating change,
attracting investment and building energy in a city.
Similarly, hospitals are part of the next wave of how
we might see the city defined. Knowledge economies
based on innovation and research will drive spaces
and thinking at Herston and at the Princess Alexandra
Hospital, Mater Hospital and so on.
Most cities talk about knowledge economies, innovation,
health and education. Brisbane’s unique advantage is
its ability to co-locate and push together these higher
learning institutions in a different way. Take the cervical
cancer vaccine developed at the PA Hospital - that is
world-leading research and implementation. We can get
better at building economies around projects like this.
Then there’s the more traditional economic drivers such
as Australia TradeCoast, comprising the Port of Brisbane,
and the second runway at Brisbane Airport. This is going
to be a significant driver of trade, tourism and people
movement that the city can capture.
The regeneration opportunity I’m most looking forward
to though is the inter-connectivity story. Cross River Rail
and Brisbane Metro, which intersect at several points,
will be truly transformative. We’ve always been good
at creating places - points in time - but we haven’t
necessarily had the capital to connect those things to
make a whole that’s greater than the sum of its parts.
Brisbane has traditionally been perceived as a series of
individual offers that you might seek to engage with,

rather than as a singular thing tied together with a great
infrastructure network. But if you decide that you want
to go to Auckland for a holiday, you don’t go to Auckland
because of Ponsonby, you go to Auckland as an offer.
Connecting Brisbane’s offer is one of the great urban
renewal opportunities for us.

Our future is where the river runs
The next 10 years on the river are especially exciting.
Just take a look at what’s happening – start from the
mooted cruise ship terminal at the mouth of the river,
the Port expansion, the second airport runway, Hamilton
North Shore is many hectares of renewal opportunity,
the Kingsford Smith Drive upgrade, all the way through
to changes at the Powerhouse and the great qualities
of New Farm Park, the transformative work going into
Howard Smith Wharves, City Reach, the game-changing
Queen’s Wharf development, South Bank, the cultural
precinct, obviously what’s happening at West End and
then around to The University of Queensland.
If you put all that together, it’s no doubt many, many
billions of dollars of potential mooted, planned, or
underway investment. It’s an incredible asset and
Brisbane City Council’s work around the River’s Edge
strategy is to be commended. We’ve relished working on
it with them.
So what does this all mean for Brisbane? I think
we’ll wake up in 10 years, potentially sooner, and not
even recognise ourselves. We will have captured so
much opportunity around the river and we will have
transformed our city.
But most importantly our people - their needs, wants,
aspirations and lifestyles - will have driven the story of
what Brisbane will become.

OPINION, ANALYSIS AND
INSIGHTS FROM BRISBANE’S BEST
BUSINESS MINDS.
DELIVERED MONTHLY.
SUBSCRIBE AT
CHOOSEBRISBANE.COM.AU/INVEST

