ECOSYSTEM LITERACY PRIMER

What Is an

Germinate by Hlplan

and Who Builds It?

The short answer: An innovation ecosystem is the
living network of people, organizations, and
relationships that turn good ideas into real economic

outcomes. Someone has to tend that network. That's

the catalyst.

“The first crop we must cultivate
at scale, to thrive, is trust.”

~ Jason Ueki
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01 - FOUNDATION

An Ecosystem Is Not a Program.

It's a Living System.

When most people think about supporting innovation, they think about
programs: grants, pitch competitions, training workshops. These are
valuable - but they are individual interventions, not systems. A program
ends. An ecosystem evolves.

An innovation ecosystem is the full network of actors, relationships,
resources, and culture that together determine whether new ideas
succeed or fail in a given place. It includes entrepreneurs and farmers,
universities and research stations, investors and lenders, government
agencies, retailers, processors, and the cultural norms that either

encourage or suppress risk-taking.

Think of a coral reef, not an aquarium. An aquarium is
managed tank by tank, each species fed, filtered, and
maintained by the keeper. Remove the keeper and the
system fails within days. A coral reef is self-organizing:
fish remove parasites from larger species, algae feed the
coral, predators hold population balance, and the waste
of one organism becomes the nutrition of another.
Remove any layer and the whole reef degrades even

if the individual fish look healthy for a while.
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Hawai'i's agri-food sector has many of the right species. What it often

lacks is the connective tissue, the reef structure itself that lets
nutrients, knowledge, capital, and relationships flow freely between

them.
The Catalyst’s Unique Role
Invisible Infrastructure 25-Year Success Horizon
The catalyst builds trust, connectivity, Unlike ventures or government cycles,

the catalyst measures success by

and alignment rather than
leng-term system outcomes.

producing a physical product.

Ecosystem Participants: Focus & Horizon

Actor Primary Focus Time Horizon

] Build and scale

Government :'P_'_' o KPls . 2-4 Years
The Catalyst Paradox

Catalyst e e e 10-25 Years Jg Success is achieved when the

ﬂ —— ecosystem self-organizes and the
') catalyst is no longer necessary.
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Startups and
Entrepreneurs

The primary risk-
takers. They build,
grow, and innovate.
The ecosystem
exists to support
their success.

Government &
Policy

Set rules, allocate
public resources,
and create the

enabling
environment.
Operate on political

cycles.

pllly
Universities &
Research

Generate knowledge
and talent. Their
mission is research
and education;
technology transfer
is secondary.

Accelerators &

Incubators

Support cohorts of
ventures. Measure
success by
graduation rates.
Program-focused by
design.

i

Investors &
Lenders

Deploy capital
toward returns. They
engage when risk-
reward ratios are

favorable which
ecosystem health

directly shapes.
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Markets &

Buyers

Validate demand.
Their purchasing
decisions signal
what the ecosystem

should produce more
of.

If The Ecosystem Building Catalyst

The one actor whose primary mission is the health, connectivity,

and evolution of the system as a whole. The catalyst connects
actors who don't know they need each other, names and narrates

the system's story, removes structural barriers that no single actor

can see from within their own lane, and builds the invisible
infrastructure of trust and relationships that makes everything else

possible. The catalyst produces no product. The catalyst builds the

conditions in which products and the people who make them —

can thrive.




03 - THE DISTINCTION

Same Ecosystem,
Fundamentally Different
Orientation.

Every actor in the ecosystem cares about outcomes. The difference is
which outcomes, for whom, and over what timeframe. The catalyst is the
only actor whose success metric is system-level outcomes that no single

institution owns.

PRIMARY TIME MEASURES

FOCUS HORIZON SUCCESS BY
Entrepreneur Build and scale 2-5 years Revenue, market

their venture share, impact
Investor Return on 3-10 years Portfolio ROI

deployed capital

University Research output Institutional Publications,

+ talent pipeline cycles grants, enrollment
Government Policy execution Palitical Jobs created,

+ economic KPls cycle (2—4 GDP, votes

yr)

Accelerator Graduate Program Cohort success

cohorts of cycles rates

ventures

Ecosystem Health & 10-25 years System-level
Catalyst

connectivity of outcomes no

the whole single actor owns
system




This is not a hierarchy, it's a functional map. The catalyst does not outrank
the farmer or the investor. The catalyst sees what the farmer and investor
cannot see from within their own position: the structural gaps, broken
handoffs, missing relationships, and missing narratives that prevent the
system from reaching its potential.

Cultivating the Reef:

Why Innovation Ecosystems Need a Catalyst

The Pathologies of a Leaderless System

Silo Disease & The “Valley of Death”

Fragmentation Good innovations fail when no actor owns
Institutions protect their own the handoff between research and markets.

turf and resources rather than
sharing for the common good. = Research Markets

i
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Chronic
Short-Termism

Without a long-term view,
actors optimize for 2-year cycles
instead of decade-long progress.

Institutions
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04 — THE DIAGNOSIS

What an Ecosystem Looks Like

Without a Catalyst.

When no one tends the system as a whole, predictable pathologies

emerge. Communities often misdiagnose these as problems of talent,

capital, or market demand, when in reality they are problems of

structural disconnection.

@ Silo disease. Institutions
protect turf instead of sharing
resources. Everyone has
overlapping programs; no one
has the full picture.

® Invisible ecosystem. No one
tells the system's story, so
outside capital, talent, and
partners can't find it - or don't
believe it exists.

® Relational failure. The informal
trust networks that make
introductions, deals, and
collaboration possible never get
built or get built slowly by
accident.

e Valley of Death. Good

innovations die in the gap
between R&D and market
because no actor owns the
handoff and no one is
watching the gap.

Fixed-pie thinking. Actors
compete for the same small
pool of recognition and funding
rather than building a larger,
shared opportunity.

Short-termism. Without
someone holding the long view,
every actor optimizes for their
own next cycle and the
structural work that takes a
decade never gets started.
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05 — THE WORK

What the Catalyst
Actually Does.

Ecosystem building is not events management or grant-making, thoughi
it may involve both. It is fundamentally invisible infrastructure work
building the conditior]s in which others can succeed. The primary outputs
are trust, connectivity, narrative, ahd alignment.

& Maps the System & Connects the Dots

Identifies who the actors are,
what they do, where the gaps
and redundancies are, and what
the ecosystem needs to reach its
potential.

Tells the Story

Narrates the ecosystem's
identity, assets, and momentum

to itself and to the outside world
making the invisible network
legible and investable.

Builds Culture

Cultivates the norms of
collaboration, trust, and shared
prosperity that make ecosystem-
level coordination possible over
time.

Makes introductions, brokers
relationships, and creates the
cross-sector encounters that no
one else is positioned to
facilitate.

Removes Barriers

Identifies structural failures
broken value chains, policy
gaps, missing market linkages
that no single actor can fix alone,
and organizes the collective

& Holds the Long View

Maintains focus on 10-25 year
system outcomes while creating
short-term milestones that keep
actors engaged and funders
informed.



Cultivating the Agri-Food Future: Understanding the Innovation Ecosystem

DEFINITION: A Living System, A LIVING SYSTEM THE DIAGNOSIS: A PROGRAM
Mot a Erogeam. (Ecosystem) LIFE WITHOUT A CATALYST e {Aquarium)
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The Catalyst Paradox
The ultimate measure of a catalyst's success is becoming
less necessary over time, not more central. A healthy
ecosystem eventually self-organizes: actors connect without
a broker, trust becomes structural, and resources flow
without friction. The goal is not dependence on the catalyst.
The goal is a system that no longer needs one.
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06 — THE HAWAI‘l CONTEXT

Why Hawai'i's Agri-Food Sector
Needs This Work Now.

Hawai'i imports over 85% of its food. Its agricultural sector has
enormous potential in tropical crops, value-added products,
regenerative systems, and food technology, but that potential has
consistently failed to translate into economic outcomes at scale. This is
not a supply problem. It is a stchturaI value chain problem. -

The knowledge exists. The farmers exist. The market demand exists.
What does not yet exist is a reliable, durable, at-scale connective
infrastructure that links them: the trusted relationships, the shared
narratives, the market pathways, the cross-sector alignment, and the
long-term institutional commitment to tending the system as a whole.

Germinate by Hiplan exists to build that infrastructure. Not to replace
any existing actor in the ecosystem. Not to compete for program credit.
But to tend the whole reef so that every organism within it has a real

chance to thrive.
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