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Wrong route
to Imnovation

ike a doting dad who recreates the model train set

of his childhood for a son who remains stubbornly

loyal to computer games, Labor’s Kim Carr has

been toiling to create a national innovation system

that no one needs. What's worse, if Labor is
elected, Mr Carr may be about to repeat the mistakes of
countries that have tried to create their own version of
Silicon Valley in the erroneous belief that research and
development spending by governments and big corpor-
ations still drives the elusive commodity known as
innovation.

To be fair, the Howard government has hardly set the
world on fire when it comes to cultivating a climate for
innovation. It cut R&D tax breaks and university funding
(although it is not clear this did any harm); it has sprayed
innovation funding all over the place; and it has been too
ready to wrap pet industries in protective, stifling
regulation and prop them up with subsidies.

Labor is so trenchantly critical of all this as to suggest it
would restore R&D tax breaks and university funding in
office, although it does not say by how much or what it
would do about car and textile tariffs and subsidies. But it
has spelt out in some detail its plan to build a “*national
innovation system''. This includes: a $200 million
“‘enterprise connect’’ network ; centres for manufacturing,
clean energy, creative industries and remote innovation;
billions of dollars of new subsidies for ‘‘clean business’’,
renewable energy, a green car, manufacturing and so on;
a reinvigorated CSIRO and public research sector; and
“‘industry innovation councils’’.

Mr Carr says enterprise connect centres would bench-
mark processes and help firms find the best ideas, research
and technology for their business; his policy is full of
telltale phrases such as “‘collaborating, networking and
clustering’’. But innovation is disrupting established ways
of doing things, not benchmarking them or asking
government to pick winners. Innovation hubs designed to
rival Silicon Valley have been costly flops; overregulated
Europe and conformist Asia can not replicate the free-
wheeling valley, no matter how much taxpayers’ money
and official encouragement they pour in.

Making it easier for companies to start, or to close if they
fail, and to disrupt established business models seems to be
more important. This — and cutting taxes and red tape
is where innovation policies should start, for Labor md thc
coalition. And it wouldn't cost much at all.




