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I am delighted to be able to make a contribution to this session on “Making it in Australia”, 
together with three other leaders in the field.  This is a most important topic for the future of 

our country and I would like to talk to you about the impact Cooperative Research Centres are 

having – hence the title of my talk: “CRC Program Champions Manufacturing Success”. 
 

Over the past 25 years of the Program, there have been many CRCs that have achieved major 

outcomes for the Manufacturing Industry Sector.  The CRC Association website currently lists 

five members under the banner of Manufacturing: Automotive CRC; CRC for Advanced 

Composite Structures; CRC for Cell Therapy Manufacturing; CRC for Polymers; and the Defence 

Materials Technology Centre.  Hopefully very soon, we will be able to add the Rail 

Manufacturing CRC and the Innovative Manufacturing CRC – following the Minister’s 

announcement this morning.  More than a dozen CRCs have operated in direct support of the 

sector and a similar number have indirectly contributed to new products, services and skills 

development.  I could stand here and read out a very long list of achievements from these CRCs, 

and give you details on each, however instead I would like to briefly discuss what I believe to be 

the common success factors leading to these outcomes.  

 

A major characteristic of the many CRC success stories has been the high knowledge content 

underpinning the final products and their implementation into service.  The rapid development 

and maturing of new technology, and the local control of all associated intellectual property, are 

critical for succeeding in the target markets.  At this point I cannot resist the opportunity to at 

least mention one example of this, which you may not find surprising, comes from my own CRC 

– although it is often referred to by others, and not just me; for example the Minister in his 

opening address earlier. 

 

The CRC for Advanced Composite Structures (CRC-ACS) is the equal longest-standing CRC in the 

program and one of only a few remaining from the original 15 established in Round 1, having 

commenced operations on 1 July 1991.  Now in its fourth and final term undertaking a five-year 

“Extension Program”, CRC-ACS has been continuously delivering for almost 24 years on its 

fundamental mission of performing industry-focussed, large-scale, multi-disciplinary applied 

research in support of a whole sector.  Concurrently, it has produced over 100 industry-ready 
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PhD graduates, facilitated hundreds of millions of dollars worth of commercialisation outcomes, 

and brought dozens of SMEs into the local and international industrial value chain through 

collaborative research engagement. 

 

Central to the work of CRC-ACS has been the support for the development and adoption of 

advanced carbon fibre composites by the Australian Aircraft Industry.  The major success to date 

of CRC-ACS has been technology and expertise development in collaborative projects involving 

companies previously known as Aerospace Technologies of Australia and Hawker de Havilland, 

which are now one under the banner of Boeing Aerostructures Australia (BAA).  They 

subsequently secured a sole supplier contract for what is the most advanced civil airliner in 

service today – the Boeing 787 Dreamliner.  This Tier 1 supplier status, which means being 

responsible for the design, manufacture, assembly and support for the products, is worth up to 

$4 billion over the first 25 years.  When you have the opportunity, I encourage you to look at the 

wing moveable trailing edges, as they are the physical manifestation of a CRC manufacturing 

success story.  CRC-ACS involvement over more than a decade was vital to Australia remaining a 

significant supplier to major aircraft manufacturers, based on developing technology locally 

inside CRC-ACS – thus enabling BAA to put forward innovative manufacturing and engineering 

approaches. 

 

This story is typical of others across all of the manufacturing CRCs that have operated over the 

past 25 years, although not all outcomes have such large numbers associated with them.  

Perhaps during the discussion period, my CEO colleagues from the long-standing Polymers CRC 

– Ian Dagley, and the AutoCRC – Ian Christensen, both of whom are present, might like to take 

the opportunity to briefly share an example of one of their many success stories also.   

 

CRCs deliver the strongest economic benefits when large-scale, multi-disciplinary, applied 

research programs are undertaken in areas of good market potential for Australian businesses, 

and preferably addressing the challenges and opportunities for the full supply chain from the 

start.  When a series of projects is carefully conceived across a coherent set of programs that 

are then funded and managed appropriately, exceptional outcomes can be delivered.  However, 

such a scenario can only be achieved when true collaboration between research organisations 

and industry occurs at every stage of the innovation process.  This then enables the benefits for 

all stakeholders to be optimised, which can include spill-over benefits into other use-fields – yet 

another attribute of a well managed CRC.  Whilst undertaking specific projects for local SMEs 

has been a major feature of manufacturing CRC programs for many years, the rewards are 

usually greatest when these activities are carefully integrated into large export-market-driven 

opportunities.      
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Developing unique approaches to both the design and manufacture of high-value products is an 

important factor in achieving commercial success.  This is of course the realm of the 

professional engineer and I cannot emphasize enough the critical role the engineering 

researcher plays in achieving high impact outcomes that address economic, environmental and 

social imperatives for the country.  Australia is falling well behind other developed and 

developing nations in producing advanced engineering graduates, who are vital for synthesising 

new products and implementing them into service.  Science is important, but engineering is 

even more so when it comes to delivering real impact.  Identifying that the manufacturing 

sector needs to reinvent or transform itself and focus on high technology customised products 

in a particular sector is fine, but companies need highly innovative research and development 

engineers working in a multidisciplinary environment to achieve this.  Often this can only be 

done by engaging internationally right from the start, and establishing such trusted connections 

is a major challenge that can take several years to develop.  A feature of my role over the past 

decade has been to do just that, mainly in Europe but also now in China and elsewhere.     

 

Another vital capability that has been fostered by long-term investment in CRCs is the ability to 

address what is often referred to as the “Valley of Death” or perhaps a better term is the 

“Research-Utilisation Transition Gap”.  Large multi-national companies typically address this 

challenge internally, but Australia’s predominantly SME-based industry usually cannot without 

targeted support.  In Australia, universities and industry have a persistent gap in addressing joint 

technology development, and unfortunately the priorities of each continue to serve to maintain 

this gap.  Urgent and effective action is required by the Government to remove this impediment 

to transforming Australian industry.   

 

CRC-ACS has addressed this challenge as part of its formal Transition Plan, which it actually 

commenced well before transitions plans were required by the Commonwealth.  A spin-out 

company, known as Advanced Composite Structures Australia Pty Ltd (ACS Australia), was 

established by the Centre in April 2008 to capture the unique innovation capabilities developed 

over the years by the staff in the management company.  This Company is now fully commercial 

and owned by the directors and staff, but with strong connections to CRC-ACS that will endure.  

Each year of operation to date has resulted in a profit, but without the support of a CRC in the 

field which will be the case from next year, ACS Australia and its CRC-bred network will be 

entering uncharted waters.     

 

In conclusion, I believe that the CRC Program currently remains the only mechanism for 

facilitating long-term, industry-focussed research that can lead to high-impact outcomes for the 

Australian economy and the environment, so I am very pleased that the Government has 

recently decided to continue its mission.   


