Technology Transfer Centers or Technology Incubators

1.0 Introduction

In recent years, changes in the technological arena are taking place at a   pace so very fast pace, making it difficult for that the companies engaged in research and development are finding difficult to keep up with them these changes (opening sentence still needs re-writing). In this regard, large corporations must become more dynamic by reducing their inertia to change (which comes from?) . Only then, they can they claim to be dynamic and capture niche applications of the new technologies. The other alternative is to replace their reliance on their in-house research and development, the traditional methods of developing new products, by approaching small and medium sized companies (SMEs) to create innovative product. Also, it has been observed that the large companies have been acquiring new SMEs  (small and medium sized enterprises)  with innovative products to enhance their competitive edge.  

Entrepreneurs with the help of financiers create small and medium sized companies for the purpose of turning their innovative ideas into commercially viable products. It has been found that the members of the faculty and research staff generate most of the innovative ideas. It is also known that the latent knowledge existing with the faculty is several years ahead of the prevailing knowledge in corporations (need to qualify this claim). Thus, there is good potential of generating new ideas (last sentence repeated, same as second sentence).
The technology is changing fast (repeated again from first para, first sentence) and the rapid pace of technological changes has forced companies to form alliances with universities. On the other hand, the universities have also discovered that the latent knowledge existing with their faculty, research staff and graduate students has great potential of creating jobs, technological edge (?)  and wealth. In bringing the entrepreneurs and financiers together to form small to medium sized highly dynamic companies, the universities can play an important role in the social and technological development of region and the country. While creating technology transfer centers or technology incubators, this objective is put at the highest level of priorities. The universities can therefore take a lead in encouraging and facilitating commercialization of innovative ideas of entrepreneurs into commercial products. 

With such an abundance of expertise existing at KFUPM, it seems natural to create a technology incubator at King Fahd University of Petroleum and Minerals. The proposed incubator shall have the following mission. 

2.0 Mission Statement

To encourage and assist entrepreneurs in transferring innovative ideas into advanced technologies by providing a supporting environment on campus.

The mission statement given above has a number of objectives that are summarized below:  in a brief statement of objectives. 

3.0 Objectives

To encourage and promote entrepreneurial spirits and skills by assisting in fostering the latent knowledge and expertise existing at KFUPM towards technology transfer and commercialization in order to create jobs and accelerate development of the local business. 

In order to fulfill our mission and achieve the above-mentioned objectives, a considered strategy is needed. We must define the form and shape of the incubator, its responsibilities, structure, and functions. 

4.0 Responsibilities (or the Process?)
1. Initial Assessment of the Innovative Idea

Once a new idea is presented to the office of the technology incubator, a panel of experts derived from the university faculty and related industry must review it. The members of the panel must also sign a non-disclosure agreement (given in Annex A.). The review process must follow a fair and transparent procedure. The panel may request or help prepare a feasibility report, which should consists of an assessment on the commercial success or failure of the idea, manufacturing cost, potential market, and impact on the economic growth and potential employment. The feasibility should be graded out of 100 marks and only those ideas should be accepted, which score over 80 (there is too much detail here, does not fit well). The incubators should not be restricted to any specific field. Good ideas from all areas of technology should be acceptable. 

(It seems that it is going to be an incubator).

2. Protection of New Ideas

It has been recognized that any innovative idea having some commercial value must be protected from unauthorized persons. Protection and non-disclosure go hand in hand. The evaluation committee must decide whether it will be beneficial to patent the idea. In some circumstances, it is better not to patent the process or idea. The companies usually decide to patent an idea to protect themselves from potential lawsuits from competitors. Of course, before applying for a patent, preliminary work of assessing the innovation in the idea, its commercial potential, and the investment in converting the idea into a commercial product must be thoroughly examined. Once a decision is taken on patenting the idea in hand, the office (or the incubator? Or another office in the incubator) will have the responsibility of preparing the necessary papers and applying for the patent. 

3. Facilitating Conversion into Commercial Product

Providing assistance and facilitating the conversion of an idea into a prototype is perhaps the most important function of technology incubators. It should be noted that the entrepreneurs do not like to invest huge sums of money at the early stages of the product development. Before committing a large sum of money, the investors want to assure themselves to see a prototype of the product. This is where the most important role of the technology incubator lies. In this regard, the university needs to provide infrastructure consisting of office space, research staff and laboratories, and office staff to do the secretarial work. In most of the technology incubators set up by universities around the world a separate building is reserved for this purpose. This building usually consists of several self-contained blocks; each equipped with items that are essential for research and development. The incubator building has also a common area containing a workshop, a sophisticated laboratory, and a pool of office workers. Each block may be exclusively rented to an entrepreneur at a rent calculated on the basis of cost of equipment to be used, secretarial services needed, and area occupied. 

4. Attracting Investment

From product prototype to commercial development requires investment. One of the functions of technology incubators is to facilitate contacts between the owners of the idea and entrepreneurs who would like to provide risk capital. The incubator office should maintain a list of potential investors, and provide encouragement to the potential investors to provide initial capitalization. The incubator office could also play the role of investment advisor. In this regard, the incubator office should be aware of all the legal issues related to raising capital and its protection, issuance of equity stocks, and partnership deeds. If the idea is generated within the university then the actions of the incubator office should be transparent and at arms’ length. 

5. Monitoring the Project

The incubator center should have professionals who could monitor the project from concept to prototype development and manufacturing. 

6. Marketing

Marketing is fundamental to the success of a commercial product. It is in the interest of the university to promote ideas generated within the university or developed in the incubator center towards successful commercialization. In this regard, the incubator shall provide advice on marketing strategy. 

5.0 Incubator Structure

The proposed incubator building should therefore consist of blocks of various sizes for rent, and facilitating offices namely:

7. Office to evaluate proposals, do feasibility studies, and prepare business plans, 

8. Office to arrange for patents to protect intellectual property,  

9. Industry-university liaison office, 

10. Office to facilitate venture capital, 

11. Project and SME monitoring Office,

12. Office for Marketing and Promotion of commercial product,

13. Office to provide Infra-structure/financial/premises

The incubator need to involve entrepreneurs/professional people, financiers and government agencies like chamber of commerce, ministries of labor, manpower, industry etc. 

(We may want to compare with what has already been proposed by the earlier committee in this regard).
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