A30

nzherald.co.nz

The New Zealand Herald | Monday, May 25, 2026

BusinessDesk

Keeping the well topped up

Innovation hub
moves to quell
concerns over
alack of new
‘creative tech’ start-
ups in the capital

Greg Hurrell

nDecember, Wellington hosted
the Australasian premiere of
Avatar:Fireand Ash,afilm
largely made in the capital.

Two universities run creative
technology schools, and the city’s
gaming development industry is hot
property.

But despite Wellington's strengths,
some in the industry worry abouta
dearth of new “creative tech” start-
ups coming through.

Wellington innovation hub
Creative HQis trying to address
thatby running a pre-accelerator
programme for the creative tech
sector.

Theterm “creative tech” canbe
fluid but it transcends disciplines
acrossart, design, computing and
writing, and encompasses film, music,
and gaming.

Creative HQ's annual climate tech
and fintech accelerator programmes
havebecome a feature of New
Zealand's start-up space. Now it has
dipped a toeinto creative technology.
Thefirst pre-accelerator included 11
people and wrapped up in late April.

Creative HQ head of marketing
Chloe Narain said both Massey and
Victoria universities had played a
major part in getting it off the ground.

“It'sa condensed programme
designed to help founders at theidea
stage validate, research and test their
concepts,alongside a crash course
in starting a business. Our main
accelerators are longer, more
intensive and focused on growth
rather than getting started.”

Narain said they would evaluate
its potential for alarger three-month
programme along thelines of the
climateand financial tech
accelerators.

Tan Huynhis Creative HQ's
senior innovation specialist. He said
Wellington had a hotbed of creative
tech companies, with some now
inbusiness for several decades.
However, new ventures were
thin onthe ground.

Local game developer PikPok was
founded nearly three decades ago,
hasmore than 200 staff and has
something like 500 million
downloads of its games. Some of its
staff had gone on to form their own
companies.

“Weneed that ecosystemtobe
able to support the new wave of
organisations,” Huynh said.

Those entrepreneurs could
emerge from existing creative tech
companies or from students
graduating from Massey and
VUW’s creative programmes.

Huynh said it saw the need
foraprogrammetoturnideasin
someone’s head into new ventures.

“When you ask why now, it's
because we're not seeing enough of
that”

Huynh said last year’s Avatar
premiere showed the depth of talent
in Wellington and was a reason for
optimism.

Eventhen, director James
Cameron warned against
complacency.

Asreported by RNZ, he said New
Zealand needed more young people
in training programmes to safeguard
the continued success of its screen
sector.
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Massey College of Creative Arts students in one of the production suites.

Wellingtonisn't short of training
opportunities. The Massey University
College of Creative Arts can traceits
roots to 1886, when the Wellington
School of Design opened.

Morerecently, Victoria University
has opened its Miramar Creative
Centre, offering postgraduate courses
inlive film-making, animation and
film-focused music.

AsHuynh suggested, thereisa
need to harness the talent emerging
from that training in more directions.

Colm Kearney, Creative HQ
general manager for the start-upsand
tech sector, said Massey had some of
the best post-production facilities in
the country and an excellent sound
studio. Italsohasa4K cinema.

“They have the studentsin there
doingthese courses, the talent of the
future. And in Wellington, you have
amazing companies that these folks

3D-stylised animation, and that's
what we wanted tobring here,”
Parker said.

The company is also creating
itsown IP, starting with animation
Kyoryu.It's setina post-apocalyptic
Japan where “genetically re-
engineered dinosaurs have survived
humans and become the dominant
species”.

“We came together to create
Floating Rock because we wanted to
create our own content. At the time
[nobody]was hiring, so we'relike,
why not hire ourselves and see what
happens?”

It's one thing to go frombeinga
scientist to running abusiness.It's
probably harder to go from making
creative content to worrying about
payroll and filing GST returns. Parker
said juggling both roles had led her
close toburnout and shehad to

considering entrepreneurship.

Colm Kearney, Creative HQ

cangointoand workin.”

Thenew creative tech pre-
accelerator programme aimed to
encourage entrepreneurship by
taking ideas and building new
businesses. That depended on
connecting people and mashing
together the creative, technical and
entrepreneurial skills out there.

“You get somereally intelligent,
usually young people. They're
working onathingbutthey’re
notalways considering
entrepreneurship.

“The ambition hereis, you can
actually get people over that hurdle
fromlike, Tm coding something in my
venture’into ‘actually 'm going to
build abusiness’,” Kearney said.

Stephanie Parker is the Canadian-
born co-founder of Floating Rock, an
animation and video effects studio.
Setupin 2020, it's considered one of
Wellington’s creative tech success
stories, producing content for film,
advertising and gaming.

“Wellington’s been quite good
forusbecause thereis not alot of

concentrate on the business.

“‘Thad always been an animator, it's
something I'm quite passionate about.
Iwasabitlost,because whatamI
if’'mnotananimator?”

That existential crisis seems tobe
over.

“I'maproud co-founder of areally
cool little studio that’s creating ripples
of excitement globally.”

Sitting on a hillin Wellington’s
former Dominion Museum, Massey
University’s College of Creative Arts
defies any brief summary. It includes
screen arts, music and technology
(together), fine arts, fashionand
photography,

Its design school, which includes
industrial design, is ranked second in
Asia Pacificin the international Red
Dot Design ranking for the third year
inarow.

The college is a place where music
is composed, musical instruments are
designed and students learn how to
write software code for music
technology.

Head of school Bridget Johnson

said the students'real strength was
their technical and creative abilities.
Thatisn't as obvious asit might seem.

“Tthink the world hasled usto
believe that those are two different
types of people, those are two
different brains. But scienceis
creative, science is problem-solving,
[and] technology is problem-solving.
These things are inherently creative.”

Along the way, subject divisions
wereblurring.

“Our curriculumis evolving to
makeit easier to take a coding class
and a painting class at the same time
and to have the samelecturer teach
thisand that.It'sallleading to what
role can people with these kinds of
creative skill sets play in society?

“We're problem-solvers and
thinkers,and we don't really care
if we're usinga pencil or paintora
computer todo that.”

You get some really intelligent, usually young people.
Theyre working on a thing but theyre not always

Victoria University’s Miramar
Creative Centreis just a few steps
down theroad from Park Road Post.
Thebuilding, aformer barbecue
salesroom, is owned by Jamie Selkirk,
winner of the Academy Award for
best film editing for The Lord of the
Rings: The Return of the King.

The centre’s US-born director, Raqi
Syed, moved to Wellington to work
on the first Avatar film after working
inanimation at Disney. She said
Selkirk was very supportive of the
centre.

“Hehasavested interestin what
happens with the next generation of
filmmaking. He is often a sounding
boardforus.”

The centre offers “compact and
intense” one-year Master of Fine Arts
degreesin filmand music,as wellas
aMaster of Design Technology in
animation.

Syed said that while Wellington, in
general, had experienced a difficult
few years, the creative tech sector
had always struggled with start-ups.

“That’s always been a problem, and
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it's super difficult to do. Floating Rock
isanoutlier. They are very tenacious
and they justdidit.”

There were afew small studios
around but there could be more that
generated original IP for export.

“That’s the big picture.Iwant tosee
aculture of independent filmmaking
and creator culture where we start
todevelop analumnibase.”

Instead, the centre’s best graduates
went into the service sector, locking
up that talent in the big players.

Syed pointed to places such as
Franceand the US, where creatives
at Disney and DreamWorks taught
university classesin the evening.

“Thatknowledge is constantly
disseminated. We need that to start
happening [here]”

(Somelocal creative tech workers
doteach part-time at the Massey
school)

Both Johnson and Syed said the
sector suffered from gapsin available
funding, but they had different takes
ontheissue.

Johnson said the college tended to
fallbetween two stools.

“When you're going for the more
specific science tech, you're not quite
enough of an engineer tobe funded
asanengineer.”

On the other hand, organisations
such as Creative NZwere setup to
fund the creative output of the
technology, rather than the
technology or systems themselves.
Neither funding model was wrong,
but some new thinking could drive
innovationin creative tech, she said.

Syed said NZ On Air and Creative
NZ were both geared towards mid-
and later-career artists.

“Early career people haveno
choicebut to pluginto the service
sector or leave the country.”

Coming from California, she had
seen what happens when too much
money is thrown around the
education system. “Thatleads to
obviouslevels of corruption. Our
problemis the opposite. We don’t
have enough money, and therefore,
our innovationis stymied. We have
this weird culture where industry
doesn't give to education.

Syed wanted New Zealand’s film
festivals toinclude a student category
and was trying to convince film
societies to screen student films.



