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EMPOWERING A NATION OF INNOVATORS 
 
Requested Action:   
 Support the Administration’s call for regional efforts to strengthen innovation 

ecosystems that sustain economic growth and job creation 
 Provide funding for the creation of Makerspaces/incubators at schools, libraries and in 

communities as a natural extension of the emphasis on STEM education 
 Support the Administration’s call for efforts to, wherever possible, enhance access to 

federal data to fuel private-sector innovation, scientific discovery, and economic growth 
 
Background:  
Innovation is the bedrock of any growing economy. It is also the key determining factor in 
whether or not an organization keeps pace with its competitors and fends of threats to its 
position in the marketplace. It has, therefore, become a primary focus for economic developers 
and policy makers coming out of the Great Recession. 
 
Successfully cultivating innovation in local and regional economies requires an effective 
combination of specific assets to generate innovative ideas and successfully bring them into 
the marketplace at a commercial scale. 
 
A well-functioning innovation ecosystem successfully fosters a supportive, risk-taking culture 
and combines it with: 
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 The region’s companies, non-profits, and municipalities 
 The relationships between those organizations; and, 
 The region’s buildings, open spaces, streets, and other infrastructure 

The more effectively combined these assets are, the more successfully a region becomes at 
leveraging innovation for sustained economic growth and job creation. 
 
In the Capital Region, we have a robust and ever-evolving innovation ecosystem. Within this 
ecosystem are a variety of organizations and groups that provide services to the 
entrepreneurs in the ecosystem. These include, but are not limited to Hacker Lab, The Urban 
Hive, I/O Labs, InnoGrove, Entrepreneurs Campus @ Velocity Venture. Sacramento Startup 
Weekend; TEDx, Area 52, Pollinate Davis, the Startup Grind, and the Glue Factory. 
 
To help harness the potential of our region’s innovation ecosystem, our communities have 
designated specific areas of their jurisdictions for development as “innovation districts.” 
These districts are areas in which leading-edge anchor institutions and companies cluster and 
connect with startups, business incubators and accelerators. In the Capital Region, these 
currently include, but are not necessarily limited to The Railyards, Sacramento Center for 
Innovation, MedZone, Nishi Gateway, and the Mace Ranch Innovation Center. 
 
The actions requested in this issue paper support and complement the existing efforts to 
harness the Capital Region’s Innovation Ecosystem. 
 
Supporting Innovation Ecosystems 
A thriving regional innovation ecosystem requires not only fundamental capabilities, but also 
the right connective tissue—those institutions and actors devoted to building the “bridging 
social capital” and knowledge sharing that link academic researchers, entrepreneurs, 
established firms, and investors. States and regions have become increasingly focused on 
building this connective tissue, often modeled after the thriving regional innovation 
ecosystems in Silicon Valley and Route 128 around Boston. 
 
The federal government plays a critical role in supporting regional efforts to strengthen these 
innovation ecosystems that sustain economic growth and job creation. For example, the 
Economic Development Administration (EDA) funds projects like the Regional Innovation 
Accelerator Network, which supports a virtual nationwide community of organizations that 
promote regional growth by promoting commercialization and the development of new high-
growth firms. And states and localities are experimenting with promising approaches, 
including Oklahoma’s state-affiliated nonprofit i2E, which provides a range of programs that 
support commercialization and entrepreneurship, and Ben Franklin Technology Partners, an 
economic development program funded by the state of Pennsylvania that provides promising 
emerging companies with funding, expertise, and networks to nurture their development. 
Regions are also increasingly working to cultivate “innovation districts,” where research 
institutions,  
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companies, startups, incubators, and accelerators all coexist in close proximity. This proximity 
may facilitate knowledge spillovers across institutions, while also supporting open innovation 
efforts that tap into sources of diverse expertise. To cultivate these innovation districts, some 
cities are even taking new approaches to the spatial layout of entire geographic areas. 
 
As regions continue to experiment with a range of approaches to “economic gardening”—
cultivating growth from within rather than attempting to persuade large firms to relocate to a 
region through costly incentives—the federal government’s support for evidence-based models 
to develop regional innovation ecosystems is critical. 
 
Makerspaces and Incubators 
President Obama, in an April 27, 2009, speech at the National Academy of Sciences, urged the 
country to “think about new and creative ways to engage young people in science and 
engineering” and to “encourage young people to create and build and invent – to be makers of 
things, not just consumers of things.”  
 
One of the most significant ways to engage young people in developing skills in STEM 
(Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) is the use of Makerspaces and 
Incubators. Makerspaces are hands-on, mentor-led environments which allow entrepreneurs to 
design and experiment with ideas and give them access to tools and technology that are 
generally too expensive to access otherwise. Incubators give entrepreneurs a supportive 
environment to gain access to more experienced mentors that can assist in idea development. 
 
At present, Makerspaces and Incubators depend largely on grants and local businesses for 
funding. With President Obama making STEM education funding a priority in his 2016 budget, 
we urge Congress to include provisions for funding the creation of Makerspaces and 
Incubators at libraries, schools and in communities as a natural extension of the emphasis on 
STEM education. 
 
Enhanced Access to Federal Data 
President Obama has articulated a vision of federal data as a national asset to be made 
publicly available wherever possible in order to advance government efficiency, improve 
accountability, and fuel private-sector innovation, scientific discovery, and economic growth. 
The value of facilitating access to government data is enormous – one estimate puts the value 
of this data at more than $3 trillion per year in added value throughout the global economy. 
 
But, simply making data available is not enough. Innovators must be able to use the data, and 
in an information-driven society, making information available in a machine-readable format 
allows innovators to create new tools and services that benefit the public. In 2013, the 
President signed an Executive Order making open and machine-readable data the new default 
for government information. Doing so makes government-held data more accessible to 
innovative entrepreneurs while appropriately safeguarding sensitive information and 
rigorously protecting privacy. Agency efforts to move to this new data standard should be 
supported and applauded. 
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