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Introduction
Between 2007 and 2013, some 235 projects
strengthened research and innovation excellence
and potential in Europe’s regions, and forged
synergies between regional research and innovation
policies. The Seventh Framework Programme’s
Research Potential programme supported 169
projects with €340 million, while the Regions of
Knowledge programme backed a further 66 projects
with €126 million.
Horizon 2020 – the successor to the Seventh
Framework Programme (FP7) – has been up and
running since the end of 2013, marking the end
to both programmes. Their objectives have been
transferred to the EU’s Cohesion Policy. Benefiting
from the distance of time, now is a fitting moment
to look back at the Research Potential and Regions
of Knowledge programmes, to identify some key
findings, and to draw lessons for the future.
Regions of Knowledge was designed to strengthen
the research and innovation potential of European
regions, in particular by encouraging and supporting
regional ‘research-driven clusters’ bringing together
universities, research centres, enterprises, regional
authorities and other stakeholders.
The programme promoted substantial synergies
between regional research and innovation policies
by supporting the drawing up of Joint Action Plans
based on Henry Etzkowitz and Loet Leydesdorff’s1
‘triple helix’ model (cooperation between business,
academia and government). The concept was
1

Leydesdorff, Loet, The Triple Helix of University-Industry-Government
Relations, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam School
of Communication Research (ASCoR), 2012.
http://www.leydesdorff.net/th12/th12.pdf

instrumental in drawing attention to the role of
universities and SMEs as key innovative actors at
regional level.
The Research Potential programme was intended to
help the enlarged EU unlock and develop existing
or emerging excellence in the EU’s Convergence and
Outermost (OR/RUPs) regions. The support ensured
research institutions located in these regions had
the opportunity to become active players in the ERA.
The initiative also limited brain drain by supporting
staff exchanges, workshops, conferences, studies
and working groups. Funding the recruitment of
additional researchers and the purchase of smallscale equipment also allowed individual research
bodies to modernise laboratories and other facilities.
Together, the Regions of Knowledge and Research
Potential programmes made their mark on Europe’s
research and innovation landscape and advanced
the development of European Research Area (ERA).
They did this by promoting university-business
cooperation for innovation in a local context,
building up innovation capacity, creating research
links between regions that were not necessarily
neighbours and allowing synergies between different
EU programmes (for example between Research
Potential and the Structural Funds) when it made
sense in the name of capacity building. This booklet
takes a look at how the programmes did all of this,
and highlights a few individual success stories along
the way.
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A regional strategy
for research and
innovation funding
Research and innovation funding has
a huge role to play in unlocking the
potential of the European Union’s lowperforming economies. As the Regions
of Knowledge and Research Potential
programmes have demonstrated, such
funding increases top-level research and
innovation activities, with a resulting boost
to economic and social development.
The EU works to reduce the sometimes wide
economic differences between Europe’s regions by
helping low-performing countries and regions take
the necessary steps to foster growth and jobs.
Creating the right conditions for knowledge and
innovation to thrive is central in driving development.
These factors were recognised by the EU, but not so
much at the regional level.
Up until the beginning of the 1990s, research
funding to help low-performing regions develop and
innovate was quite limited. When available, if at all,
funding was largely channelled into infrastructure,

for building university labs, or for developing science
and technology parks, for example.
A shift occurred during the mid-1990s, when the
EU began to look more closely at the ingredients
needed to boost low-performers’ development.
The first strategies on regional innovation and
technology transfer, among other initiatives, grew
out of this effort. However these strategies were
mainly confined in the context of Cohesion policy
and were delivered exclusively through the Union’s
Structural Funds.
The EU then took a proactive step in 2003, launching
a pilot action specifically designed to fund regional
innovation and development. In 2007 the pilot
grew into a full-fledged programme, called Regions
of Knowledge, under the EU’s Seventh Framework
Programme (FP7) for Research and Technological
Development.
However, Regions of Knowledge did not fund
research actions. Instead it supported the
development of strategies for regional innovation,
building on the power of research-driven hightech clusters across Europe. Clusters, spatially
interconnected sets of companies and knowledge
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institutions, had been already spotted as the drivers
of American competitiveness and one of the major
components of the success of the US economy (see
also Michael Porter 2).
Regions of Knowledge was complemented in 2007
by another regionally focused funding programme –
(Unlocking) Research Potential.
Both programmes stressed the importance of
research and innovation to support local knowledge
as a basis for development. Both also emphasised
the significant role that universities and other
research institutions play in regional economic
development.
With these broad aims, the programmes directed
funding in different directions. Regions of Knowledge
funding
encouraged
industry,
independent
researchers and the public sector to collaborate
on fostering local innovation and technological
development.
This strategic alliance model is known as the ‘triple
helix’ concept. The programme was successful,
ensuring that universities played a more prominent
role in economic development, while working closely
with industry and government to stimulate local
knowledge and innovation.
2

Porter, M.E., The Competitive Advantage of Nations, The Free Press,
New York, 1990, pp. 1–857.

Meanwhile Research Potential funding supported
universities and researchers in low-performing
or disadvantaged areas. Such funding ensured
researchers had better opportunities to do excellent
research and helped universities provide the modern
facilities – such as laboratories – needed for their work.

How did these programmes develop?
How were the principles of regional development
and cooperation refined through the years?

2003 pilot action
Initiated by the European Parliament through an
amendment to the EU’s 2003 budget, the pilot
action had its own work programme and call for
proposals. DG Research initially had a total budget
of €2.5 million for the pilot, which went to 14
transnational projects.
As directed by the budget amendment, the funding
sought to “support regional measures of an
experimental nature to promote the establishment
of ‘regions of knowledge’ in the field of technological
development and regional-level cooperation among
universities and researchers in order to foster
integration among European regions”.
The pilot served as a test-bed for demonstrating
good practice in harnessing regional knowledge
and innovation for economic development. It was

6
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a practical response to the European Commission’s
call to invest more in research and innovation and
thus boost the creation of a European Research
Area (ERA)3.
ERA is an ongoing initiative to integrate and
strengthen the research resources of all EU countries,
ensuring cooperation and scientific exchange. The
aim of the pilot project was to test innovative
ways for transnational regional cooperation based
on the triple helix model, resulting ultimately in a
strengthening of the ERA. Projects brought together
partners in different regions and countries.
The pilot specifically emphasised the pivotal role of
knowledge in fostering regional development and
highlighted the scope for local actors to shape the
future of their regions. The model collaborations
supported prepared blueprint action plans that other
regions would be able to apply.
The approach hinged on cooperation and closer
integration between regions as a means of leveraging
innovation for all participating territories. Its scope was
regional, but projects were also transnational: each had
to involve partners from at least three EU countries.
The initial projects paved the way for further
initiatives. The work generated operational models
to guide active cooperation within and among the
regions, knowledge management models, and
agreements among participants on how to foster
knowledge-building capacity. Naturally, the pilot
also established closer ties between participants.

2004-2006: New projects
The pilot quickly gained momentum. One year after
its creation, the European Commission integrated
3

See http://ec.europa.eu/research/era/index_en.htm

the initiative into the Sixth Framework Programme
(FP6) and provided funding for 18 new projects.
The EU contribution to these projects, which focused
on R&D investment at the regional level, amounted
to €8.9 million.
One project, for example, focused on creating
a network of agencies handling the implementation
of regional R&D plans, providing them with a way
to share best practices, and helping them to make
better use of public funds.
Another analysed the R&D investment strategies of
large companies and compared these with trends
in other European regions. The aim was to help
regional policy-makers shape policy to better attract
R&D investment.
Some of the projects dedicated their efforts to
specific sectors. For example, one project focused
on innovation in the ICT sector. It developed a set
of guidelines for implementing ICT innovation in the
Baltic Sea region.

7

2007-2013 FP7 integration
Interest in the approach continued to grow, sustained
by the successful outcomes of projects launched
during the pilot action and FP6. As a result, the
Regions of Knowledge programme was scaled up
under FP7 and Research Potential was born. The EU’s
budget for Regions of Knowledge was €126 million
and for Research Potential, €340 million over the
7 years of FP7.
Both programmes were set under FP7’s ‘capacities’
theme, whose stated aim was to build Europe’s
knowledge capacity as a basis for a knowledgebased economy.
“By strengthening research abilities, innovation
capacity and European competitiveness, the
programme is stimulating Europe’s full research
potential and knowledge resources,” said the
European Commission, describing this theme.
Under FP7 the objective of accelerating regional
transition towards the knowledge economy and of
closing the ‘innovation divide’ in Europe remained
unchanged, but the emphasis shifted towards
forming research-intensive clusters across borders.

The ‘clusters of knowledge’ strategy had real-life
inspiration. These included Silicon Valley in the San
Francisco Bay area in the US, where technology
companies clustered naturally to spark the digital
age; and the Italian Industrial Districts (example
Prato, Italy, which evolved to specialise in producing
quality textiles for the fashion industry).
Regions of Knowledge funding promoted
collaboration between regional research-driven
clusters by encouraging partners to collaborate and
develop Joint Action Plans and common research
agendas, thus strengthening their ability to do
excellent research and promote regional innovation
strategies.4 The aim was to foster regional growth
and competitiveness.
Projects competing for funding had to involve
businesses (including small- to medium-sized
enterprises), along with research entities and a
regional or local authority.
The public authority partner could be the local,
regional or national government, a regional or local
4

See http://cordis.europa.eu/fp7/capacities/regions-knowledge_
en.html
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development or innovation agency, an intermediary
under a managing or certifying authority (or
contracted to carry out duties for it), or any other
body governed by public law.
So what kinds of projects received funding under
Regions of Knowledge? They included projects
promoting:
•

technology audits and regional foresight studies;

•

university-led research with a focus on regional
development;

•

mentoring, where technologically advanced
regions cooperated with less advanced regions
in a partnership – leading to more efficient
innovation and technology transfer;

•

rich collaboration between research-intensive
clusters based on the triple helix model that
preceded the concept of smart specialisation
and boosted regional innovation strategies.

Research Potential
Meanwhile, FP7 recognised that funding was also
needed to help individual researchers and universities
develop their capacity for excellent research. Enter
Research Potential funding5, which built on past and
existing measures such as the European Centres
of Excellence under the EU’s FP5, Marie Curie Host
Fellowships for the Transfer of Knowledge and those
under the ‘transfer of knowledge’ theme of FP6.
Along with funding for low-performing EU regions,
special attention was given to the EU’s ‘outermost
regions’ – the Canary Islands (Spain), Guadeloupe,
French Guiana, Martinique, Réunion, Saint
Barthélemy and Saint Marti (France), and the Azores
and Madeira (Portugal).
Funding under this arm had two aims. The first was to
build links and collaboration between universities in
5

See http://cordis.europa.eu/fp7/dc/index.cfm
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“

Regions of Knowledge provides an inspiration framework of
strategic importance for the future of European territorial
cooperation, in a context of smart specialisation. In terms
of bridging with Horizon 2020, the new foreseen actions on
Spreading Excellence and Widening Participation keep some
links with Regions of Knowledge since Teaming, Twinning and
ERA-Chairs are all related to the smart specialisation process.

”

Dimitri Corpakis, Head of Unit, DG Research & Innovation, European Commission).

less developed regions (convergence and outermost
regions in the terminology of the Structural Funds
for the period 2007-13) in low-performing countries
and those known for doing excellent research
elsewhere in the EU. The second was to help
individual researchers from these regions improve
their participation in EU-funded projects.
Linked with these aims, funding also promoted
scientific and technological cooperation between
EU-based entities and their counterparts in countries
participating in the EU’s Mediterranean partnership
programme: Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon,
Morocco, Tunisia, Syria, Palestinian-administered
areas and Libya, along with Albania, Turkey, Serbia,
Croatia and the former Yugoslav Republic of
Macedonia.
Projects receiving funding through Research
Potential included those with a focus on:
•

exchanging know-how and experience – via
staff exchanges with experienced partner
organisations;

•

recruiting experienced researchers and
managers by selected entities – to encourage
the return of nationals who had previously left a
qualifying area or region;

•

acquiring, developing, maintaining or upgrading
research equipment;

•

organising workshops and conferences – knowhow and technology transfer was encouraged
through events and visits of internationally
recognised experts, participation in international
conferences and support for training;

•

disseminating and promoting activities to
ensure visibility for project participants in
the EU and elsewhere;

•

having experts evaluate the research quality
and capabilities of project participants.

Both Regions of Knowledge and Research Potential
have ended, but their rich legacy continues, for
as we shall see they served to demonstrate that
overall, future research funding must integrate
the principles the programmes encapsulated. The
lessons learned are evident in the EU’s funding plan
for the coming seven years, Horizon 2020, and in
the promotion of smart specialisation and structural
support funding. Both programmes’ objectives are
now fully integrated within the new regulations on
cohesion policy for the next programming period
(2014-20) and more specifically in those of the
European Regional Development Fund and those
relating to European Territorial Cooperation.

10
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Igniting Europe’s creative spark
The CReATE project is typical of some of those funded through the Regions of Knowledge programme.
The project identified possible areas of cooperation between the creative and ICT sectors as a catalyst
for sustainable growth.
Creative industries are key to regional
economic success and often involve many
small firms and individual entrepreneurs.
“Creative industries are often very regional
in character, and the question has always
been: How do you bring them together?”
explains Martina Groeschel, project
coordinator at MFG Baden-Württemberg in
Germany. “Every region has its speciality.
We also wanted to find out how ICT can help
lead to more growth, which was the purpose
of the CReATE project; to help us get these
people talking.”
The project team organised regional expert workshops with a regional approach, bringing together
people from research and technology, and from the creative industries. The end result was a crossregional joint research agenda, developed with the purpose of promoting ICT innovation in the creative
industries.
The workshops resulted in several matches – partners who might not have realised they had anything
to offer each other started to develop things together, or at least made contact.
“From this bottom-up approach, there have been lots of follow-ups,” says Groeschel.
CReATE also led to the formation of the European Interest Group on Creativity and Innovation, which
aims to act as a platform linking local, regional, national and European initiatives that promote creative
industries and innovation. The group was formed in 2010, when it became clear that project partners
wanted to build on their relationship beyond the scope and timeline of the CReATE project.
The reach of the project has also extended beyond Europe’s borders. “The Malaysian ministry recently
asked this group if a study visit to Baden-Württemberg could be arranged, to learn about best practice,
and we hosted them for a week,” says Groeschel.
Projects such as CReATE are important as they help to set up partnerships that might not otherwise
be possible, due to time and budgetary constraints. In addition, showcasing possible cooperation
with the ICT sector has given many small firms the opportunity to enter new markets or develop
innovative products.
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Driving innovation and excellence in communication technology
Radio-frequency micro-electro-mechanical systems (RF MEMS) are already widely used in mobile
phones, satellite systems and computer-data transmissions. As an emerging technology, RF MEMS
research provides great opportunities for expansion and innovation.
This is why Romania’s IMT-Bucharest research facility harnessed funding from FP7’s Regional Potential
programme to establish a European Centre of Excellence in MEMS research.
“The presence of the MIMOMEMS Centre of Excellence will have a major impact on creating cooperation
activities with the new high-tech industry that is developing in Romania,” says Dr Alexandru Muller, the
project coordinator.
He notes that the Centre of Excellence has produced state-of-the-art results in the scientific topics
supported by the MIMOMEMS project and contributed to the strong international cooperation that was
another project objective.
MIMOMEMS has notably helped establish closer working relationships between IMT-Bucharest and
its twinning partners – the Laboratory for Analysis and Architecture of Systems in Toulouse, France,
and the Institute for Electronic Structure and Laser at the Foundation for Research and Technology in
Heraklion, Greece. It has also provided IMT with opportunities to invite experts from institutions abroad
to engage in discussions on the future of MEMS research.
“Some of the benefits we have already seen,” says Muller, “including the setting up of a strong multidisciplinary research team with complementary competences and facilities, the creation of opportunities
to participate collaboratively in FP7 proposals and the sharing with partners of contacts with industry.”
To facilitate this collaboration, IMT-Bucharest had to align the research activity at the Institute with
the highest European standards and provide support for the development of MEMS technologies for
industrial application.
The improved facilities and level of research activity have led to new connections with industry and to
IMT’s involvement in four European Nanoelectronics Initiative Advisory Council (ENIAC) projects. These
involve working with partners such as Thales and Volvo on diverse initiatives ranging from sensors for
poisonous gases to true ground-speed measurements for SUV cars.

12
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From strategy to practice:
stimulating regional
innovation
Regions of Knowledge and Research
Potential elicited an enthusiastic
response to funding calls. Projects
were set up across Europe, stimulating
dialogue and cooperation among
participants and partnering regions
– along with concrete results.
The experience helped to refine the
EU’s approach to regional support for
research and innovation.
The results of some of the projects funded by the
two programmes are featured in these pages. While
both programmes ended in 2013, their legacy of
stimulating lasting innovation lives on in spirit and
practice in ongoing EU regional funding.
The European Parliament noted the importance
of such funding in its December 2006 decision on
FP7: “The regions have an important part to play
in implementing the European Research Area.
Unlocking the development potential of regions
and wide dissemination of the results of research
and technological development help to bridge the

technological divide and contribute to European
competitiveness.”6
Regions of Knowledge and Research Potential
translated this growing awareness into concrete
measures during FP7. Both programmes evolved to
provide more targeted funding to regional projects, in
synergy with other funding streams. These included
the Competitiveness and Innovation Programme
(CIP) and the Structural Funds.
Feedback, formal assessments and guidance
provided by several expert groups helped to keep
these programmes in line with their aims and to
identify new or better ways of achieving their goals.

Sharpened focus for Regions
of Knowledge
This fine-tuning process helped to sharpen the
focus of Regions of Knowledge funding. Experts
that evaluated the programme also found that it
positively and uniquely contributed to the wider
objective of stimulating European innovation.
6

Decision 1982/2006/EC of the European Parliament and of the
Council of 28 December 2006 concerning the Seventh Framework
Programme.
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“

The Regions of Knowledge programme
provides capacity to formulate proposals for
the future. The goal is to provide benefits for
members of all the partner clusters.

”

François Aumonier, European Project Manager at
Aerospace Valley, coordinator of the CARE project.

The high number of applications received in relation
to available funds indicated the programme was
“generally attractive”, the experts noted. They also
found Regions of Knowledge met a need that “other
EU funding instruments either did not address fully,
or not at all”.
The same group of experts indicated that the
programme was cost-effective and well managed.
Further insights suggested that the programme’s
impact on the formulation and development of
regional innovation strategy had grown over the years.

Since the programme required a lower level of
co-financing from participants compared to other
EU funding schemes, it represented a substantial
injection of public funding. This funding allowed
local and regional authorities and public institutions
to step up their activities to meet their existing
development goals.
Public bodies made up the largest group of project
participants, followed by private partners, higher
education institutes and research organisations.
Regular programme assessments attest to the
emergence of balanced partnerships and the
establishment of new, potentially lasting links within
and among regions.

14
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The experts’ assessments also highlighted
opportunities to improve the programme. They
notably underlined the importance of keeping
research topics tightly focused on the main aims so
as to achieve the desired results.
They called for a review of the Commission’s project
guidelines to address parts that had given rise to
conflicting interpretations in meaning.
The experts pinpointed the need for better
management of the work done within the projects
themselves. They called on project managers to
define clear objectives and to set indicators of
achievements as the work progressed. They called
for improvements in areas relating to the:
•

resources devoted to managing them;

•

quality of project management in general;

•

adequacy of risk management plans;

•

provisions on confidentiality and data sharing;

•

participants’ commitment to the project.

For some of the two-year projects, the short contract
duration tended to limit the scope of the actual
results, the experts added.
Since 2009, Regions of Knowledge had evolved. To
use funds effectively, the focus was now on more
mature clusters (rather than on new ones). Fewer
projects were funded, but these received bigger
budgets on average (€1 to €3 million per project).
Projects also took a two-step approach – from
analysis and definition of research needs to
developing joint action plans for partnership regions.
The joint action plans were linked to financing
proposals and were commended by the experts
for providing a strategic foundation for regional
cooperation going forward.
Internationalisation – by including partners from
outside the EU and associated countries – allowed
research clusters to extend their networks even further.
The vast majority of the projects funded by
Regions of Knowledge dealt with topics of strategic

15

importance within the participating regions.
Their pursuit of such goals tended to be pragmatic
and concrete, the experts noted.
The topics selected by participating regions corresponded either to traditional areas of specialisation
or to priority areas for future economic development.
The topics covered all of FP7’s thematic domains.
By 2011 and 2012 it was found that projects
had met their objectives or were in the process of
doing so. An analysis by the Technopolis Group,
an independent consultancy, found the key factors
for the programme’s effectiveness were the triple
helix requirement and the focus on joint action plans.
The triple helix requirement helped ensure participants
were committed to the projects. The involvement of
policymakers contributed to the sustainability of the
project results, according to a survey of participants.
Requiring participants to develop joint action plans
also made them more effective in reaching the
objectives assigned to the project.
The Impact Assessment report concluded that
the projects had been effective in improving
and strengthening links between the clusters of
government, researchers and businesses.
They also met the goal of fostering mutual learning
and knowledge exchange among the participants.
Projects that had also set themselves the task of
helping to improve public policies were found to
have done so effectively.
The Regions of Knowledge programme thus helped
participating regions to take steps towards smart
specialisation, which was gradually becoming the
focus of innovation funding (see description of
smart specialisation on page 21).

Big demand for Research
Potential
Research Potential also attracted considerable
interest and was well understood, the experts noted.
Applicants from all targeted EU Member States and
associated countries submitted projects of very high
quality, which together covered the various thematic
domains of FP7. Less than 1 % of the proposals
submitted had to be rejected due to ineligibility.
But demand by far exceeded the budget and as a
result, a mere 7 % of proposals were accepted for
funding.
On average, each project involved seven participants
from EU countries and associated countries. The
experts also noted that the programme met its mark
in strengthening the ties between organisations in
the outermost or less research-intensive regions
and their counterparts in the EU.
In 2012 the focus on research centres of significant
scientific size in the target regions remained. This
strategy helped to ensure the highest possible
impact for EU funds. It was underpinned by new
measures to strengthen good networking between
small to medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and
industry. The new measures aimed to increase
regional innovation capacity and boost the number
of patent applications.
The maximum funding available for each Research
Potential project was also increased by €1 million
to €5 million.
Overall, the expert assessments found that Research
Potential had allowed participants to upgrade their
research capacity through a process that involved
very little red tape. The programme had also helped
many participants to take part in other FP7 projects.

16
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“

This project has significantly improved our research
potential and our ability to accommodate the needs of
Croatia and the whole West Balkan region when it comes
to the exploration of underwater systems and technologies.
Besides revealing the huge potential of underwater
robotics, the CURE project has also provided momentum
for scientific and commercial applications in the region.

”

Zoran Vukic, coordinator of the CURE project, funded through Research Potential.

The new connections established by the participants
during the programme also contributed to the
construction and expansion of the ERA, the experts said.

Tailor-made approach
towards regional innovation
The Regions of Knowledge and Research Potential
programmes demonstrated that a tailor-made
approach to research policy could better address
specific regional conditions. This approach is seen
as an essential part of the EU’s transition to a
knowledge-based economy.
The path forward was laid by the Synergies Expert
Group in its 2011 report7. Recommendations
stemmed from the recognition that EU investment
in research, technology development and innovation
could be optimised by exploiting the synergies among
the EU’s various research funding programmes.
The expert group defined ‘synergies’ as the
“alignment of and cooperation between policy
frameworks, programmes and actions allowing
more and better attainment of their objectives”.
Finding the right balance among them was crucial
to achieving the EU’s goals, the group said.
7

European Commission, Synergies between FP7 the CIP and the
Cohesion Policy Funds, Publications Office of the European Union,
2011. ftp://ftp.cordis.europa.eu/pub/fp7/docs/seg-final_en.pdf

Synergies among the funding programmes from
2007 to 2013 were already being realised. In Poland
for example, several projects included the upgrading
or research infrastructure through funding from the
Structural Funds alongside a series of integrated
activities initially supported by Research Potential
(staff exchanges with other research institutions,
the hiring of experienced researchers, equipment
upgrades and conferences).
Other examples involved research and investment
projects funded by EU member countries or regional
governments, supported by Structural Funds. At the
same time the same participants were engaged in
research and innovation strategies funded through
Regions of Knowledge.

Integration
The expert group recommended the integration
of Regions of Knowledge and Research Potential
into the Structural Funds and to some extent into
Horizon 2020.
The experts noted that Regions of Knowledge
formed a very important link between framework
programme funding and the Structural Funds.
They also stressed that whatever the source of
funding “the most important thing is that the
activities are continued and further developed in line
with the outcome of the experiences of FP7”.

17

The key goal of the Regions of Knowledge
scheme was to support research clusters focused
on strengthening and developing research and
innovation excellence in the regions. The expert group
recommended that Regions of Knowledge should be
further developed as part of smart specialisation
strategies both within and beyond clusters.

centres align their strategies with regional smart
specialisation programmes.

The programme should retain its important role
of strengthening the links between participating
regions and FP7/Horizon 2020, the experts said.
They recommended that the advanced concepts
of regional cooperation between enterprises,
universities and research organisations – the triple
helix concept – should be based on the development
of new open innovation business models, where
increased cooperation between users and producers
of knowledge is encouraged. Cooperation is
encouraged even between competitors, especially
with regard to identifying and defining standards.

Synergies with CIP

Clear rules and procedures for the management of
intellectual property should be developed through
the projects. EU funding in this area should support
clusters that are focused on strengthening and
developing research and innovation excellence in
the regions.
For Research Potential, the expert group called
for the budget to be increased based on the large
demand for such funding and the results achieved
by the projects.
These results are “convincing regarding the
development of the ERA, improved research quality,
output of publication and patents, cooperation with
SMEs and other end users of research results, and
enhanced relations with science and technology
policy makers”, the expert group found.
The group found Research Potential was a “good fit”
with cohesion policy as the funding helped research

The group also recommended that in the funding
period 2014 to 2020, such funding could support
knowledge partnerships as strategic alliances both
within and between regions.

The regional focus of Regions of Knowledge
and Research Potential was complemented by
funding from the Competitiveness and Innovation
Framework Programme (CIP).
While the two programmes supported trans-national
cooperation between research-driven regional
clusters, CIP focused on the next stage – regional
projects bringing innovation to the market.

18
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Through CIP, funds were used to support innovation,
services for technology transfer and use, projects on
the implementation and market take-up of existing
new technologies in areas like ICT, and energy
and environmental protection. Funding was also
provided to help coordinate national and regional
innovation programmes.
Supporting clusters was also a big part of CIP.
Europe INNOVA (a programme supported initially
through FP6 and later by CIP) developed research
and support to help companies, especially SMEs,
network and form clusters. The funding aimed to help
innovative SMEs grow outside their regions, access
expertise and exploit research more efficiently.

On the road to smart
specialisation
As can be seen from the various reports and studies
on the two programmes, both had a role in the
strategic evolution of EU research funding and the
focus on smart specialisation.
Most of the projects funded through the programme
focused on areas of strategic importance for the
participating regions. Either this focus was a key
area for future regional economic development,
or it was a traditional area of specialisation that
was under restructuring because of new economic
challenges.
Regions of Knowledge funding in particular (through
analyses, strategic research agendas and joint
action plans) was in line with smart specialisation.
And the clustering concept, with the triple helix
as a specific type of cluster, can be a particular
and significant component of a genuine smart
specialisation strategy.

The concept of smart specialisation was developed
by a High-Level Expert Group (‘Knowledge for
Growth’) working for the European Commission as
a means to boost regional growth through research
and innovation. It arose out of the realisation that
globalisation had made knowledge, talent and skills
the primary ingredients for boosting competitiveness
and growth. The approach helps regions focus on
their economic strengths and local skills.
So defined, smart specialisation strategies for each
region are built on an analysis of regional assets
and technological know-how. Based on this analysis
policymakers then seek to link actions on science,
innovation, social and economic development more
closely.
Potential partners in other regions are included in
the analysis to avoid unnecessary duplication of
efforts. Smart specialisation involves a process of:
•

developing a vision, identifying competitive
advantage, setting strategic priorities;

•

using smart policies to increase the development
potential of any region (strong or weak, hightech or low-tech).

By focusing on smart specialisation, policymakers
seek to ensure a more effective use of public
funds to stimulate private investment. The focus
can help regions concentrate resources on key
priorities, compared to previous policies that spread
investment across a number of research areas and
business sectors.
Clusters, and the more specific triple helix partnerships
targeted by Regions of Knowledge, became in several
cases the building blocks of smart specialisation
strategies. Clusters are geographic concentrations of
companies, often SMEs, which interact with each other
as well as with clients and suppliers. Such clusters
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often share a pool of specialist labour, business and
financial services, R&D and training facilities.
If the cluster is established along good practices,
these combinations benefit all the participants. The
interactions among the participants help stimulate
innovation and can contribute more effectively to
technology transfer, networking and information
sharing.
As part of a regional smart specialisation strategy
incorporated into the EU’s research funding
programmes, clusters also serve to support the
development of local SMEs. The aim is to help them
grow, diversify into new markets, and seek out new
technologies and business processes. Clustering
also helps SMEs develop international links, identify
key partners, and access financing.
In relation to EU Structural Funds, a region (or its
country) must first have a research and innovation
strategy for smart specialisation (called RIS3)
before it can become eligible for receiving funding.
This encouragement is working. As of April 2014, the
European Commission’s online platform on smart
specialisation8 listed 116 EU regions as having set
such priorities (and this number is rapidly increasing).

Smart specialisation
in practice
The OECD sees the EU as a “laboratory for the
elaboration of smart specialisation strategies”.
The relevant OECD report also noted that other
countries began following the EU model by taking
up smart specialisation as one way to bring their
economies out of the financial crisis.

8

See http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/home

EU regions as case studies
of smart specialisation
Flanders, Belgium

Flanders developed its regional Pact2020 and
Flanders in Action programmes in the 4 years to 2009.
The Pact2020 programme sets 20 scientific research
objectives linked to social targets: prosperity and
welfare; a competitive and sustainable economy;
the number, quality and longevity of employment
opportunities; living standards; and efficient and
effective public administration.
A new innovation pact was agreed upon by business
and commercial sectors, research and educational
institutions and public authorities, which aimed to
achieve the target of raising R&D expenditure to 3 %
of GDP, of which two thirds must be private sector R&D.
The Flanders strategy is built around the creation of six
clusters, each with a spearhead initiative. Each initiative
was chosen based on its potential for breakthroughs
in its respective fields. These are: transportationlogistics services and supply chain management;
ICT and services in healthcare (e-health); healthcare;
new materials, manufacturing and nanotechnology;
ICT-enabling service platforms for socio-economic
innovation (e-health, e-gov, e-learning); energy and
environmentally friendly smart grids.
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Navarra, Spain

Lower Austria, Austria

Navarra’s Moderna plan focuses on the automotive,
renewable energy, food processing and health
services sectors as economic strengths to be
developed. The plan was approved by Navarra’s
Parliament in October 2010 and runs to 2030.

The region, the largest of Austria’s federal provinces,
is one of the top business locations in Europe. Since
2004, the province has been implementing the
Lower Austrian Technopol Programme, which seeks
to develop ‘technology-oriented business’ locations
with a high density of R&D facilities, many companies
engaged in research, and support from higher and
continuing education and training institutions.

Navarra saw the automotive and healthcare
services sectors as “basic” or essential clusters for
maintaining employment in Navarra at target levels.
The plan seeks to make these sectors more efficient.
Renewable energy and food processing were
identified as ‘strategic’ clusters that benefit from
global growth trends. The region aims to invest in
the development of these sectors.
Under “future commitments” Navarra identified
biomedicine, medical appliances, services to
persons (healthcare economic), sustainable tourism,
environment and waste, mechatronics, design and
creativity and safety as new business opportunities
as yet underdeveloped in the region. The plan
identified as “complementary” to the other clusters
business services, education and the generation of
knowledge. These clusters were seen as essential for
securing a competitive position in the other clusters.

The programme focuses on four different
‘technopols’, or specialised clusters: medical
biotechnology (located in Krems), agro- and
environmental biotechnology (Tulln), modern
industrial technologies (Neustadt) and bioenergy,
agriculture and food technology (Weiselburg).
The province also seeks to build on existing clusters.
Support is given to clusters with a focus on green
buildings, and the automotive, food, logistics,
and plastics sectors. The aim is to reduce internal
company costs, increase energy efficiency, find new
market niches, and develop the appropriate products
and services for these niches.
For example, the green building cluster focuses on
sustainable building materials and systems. The
cluster involves some 200 partners, 80 % of which
are SMEs. Other partners include larger companies,
along with research and education institutions and
associations. The cluster is managed by the regional
business agency Ecoplus.
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Pioneering smart specialisation
As recognised by the OECD in a 2013 report9, the concept of smart specialisation was pioneered by the EU.
The smart specialisation approach was an outcome of the European Commission’s 2009 experts’ report
‘Knowledge for Growth’. The experts proposed that national and, especially, regional governments should
encourage investment in domains that would “complement the country’s other productive assets to create
future domestic capability and interregional comparative advantage”.
This strategy on economic development later became known as ‘smart specialisation’ and was adopted in
the EU 2020 Agenda with its objectives of smart, sustainable and inclusive growth.
At the EU level, making smart specialisation a guiding policy serves to ensure all regions participate in the
development of a knowledge economy. This is done by identifying each region’s comparative advantage in
specific domains and clusters.
These aims were incorporated in the Horizon 2020 objectives of sustainable, smart and inclusive growth, and
in the EU’s other funding programmes. While Horizon 2020 does not directly provide regional funding, it does
so indirectly through a focus on investing in SMEs and clusters. These clusters help disseminate information
on EU programmes and the setting up of project partnerships.
9

OECD, Innovation-driven Growth in Regions: The Role of Smart Specialisation, OECD Publications, 2013. http://www.oecd.org/sti/inno/smartspecialisation.pdf

Funding programmes
The Competitiveness and Innovation Programme (CIP) ran in the 7 years to the end of 2013 and
focused on SMEs. The funding supported research innovation (including eco-innovation), provided SMEs
with better access to finance and delivered business support services in the regions. CIP’s aims now are
covered by Horizon 2020, which follows on from FP7, and the Programme for the Competitiveness of
enterprises and SMEs (COSME).
Structural Funds include the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and the European Social
Fund (ESF). These funds are part of regional policy to narrow the development gaps among regions and
EU countries. The funds could be used to build up research, technological development and innovation
capacity as part of the EU’s cohesion policy. Part of ERDF’s funding falls under European territorial
cooperation policy, as does the interregional cooperation programme (which included INTERREG and
three networking programmes).
Horizon 2020 follows on from FP7 with a renewed focus on innovation and taking great ideas from the
lab to the market over the next seven years.
For more on structural funding and territorial cooperation and their links to Regions of Knowledge and
Research Potential, see the chapter: ‘Supporting regions by other means’.
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Branching out to grow healthy forests
Healthy, sustainable forests are vital to Europe’s economic and environmental well-being. Regions of
Knowledge recognised that regions that must play a leading role in developing new management strategies.
The RoK-FOR project aimed to create a true ‘region of knowledge’ in the forestry sector in order to
encourage the sustainable use of natural resources, renewable energy, sustainable construction
materials and bio-based products across Europe.
It involved encouraging the cooperation of five research-driven clusters from six countries: Germany
(Baden-Württemberg), Finland (North Karelia), Spain (Catalonia), and cross-border clusters from
Croatia-Serbia and France-Spain (Aquitaine-Basque). The objective was to share forest product and
service innovations and to demonstrate how regional forestry strategies can have positive impacts on
other policy areas.
RoK-FOR enabled the partners to share good practice and know-how. This ‘cross-fertilisation’ opened
up new R&D initiatives, says RoK-FOR Coordinator Timo J. Hokkanen from the Centre for Economic
Development, Transport and the Environment for North Karelia.
The project started by investigating the R&D capacities, policy instruments and strategies in each of
the regions, before defining common priorities for a joint action plan across the participating clusters.
Workshops were arranged to link up the RoK-FOR network with other international projects and
networks. According to Hokkanen, as one of its major successes, the project unleashed the potential of
the partners.
The involvement of clusters in defining strategic priorities for regional development has been emphasised
throughout the project. Even though there is no EU forestry policy as such, other sector policies – such
as climate change mitigation – are directly impacted by forestry.
RoK-FOR also translated EU policy targets at the regional level and increased awareness of the need to
develop forest sector strategies in different parts of Europe.
Website: www.rokfor.eu
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How a region established world-class tech credentials
ICT underpins many of the services and products that make modern life easier and more efficient. A
cluster of business and technology experts in Poland joined together to promote their region’s expertise
and the research and products of its institutions.
In 2006, two front runners in ICT research in Poland – Poznan University of Technology and Poznan
Supercomputing and Networking Centre – decided to create a new R&D centre called Wielkopolska
Province Centre of Advanced Information Technologies (WCZTI).
The following year, Wielkopolska’s governing authorities brought together local ICT entrepreneurs and
research leaders to discuss ways of supporting and promoting cooperation and partnerships between the
WCZTI consortium and the regional IT sector. The result of those discussions was the ICT Wielkopolska
Cluster, supported through Regions of Knowledge.
The cluster, made up of companies with commercial interests in promoting Wielkopolska’s ICT sector,
also created a brand – ICT Wielkopolska – that could convey positive messages about the region as a
competitive, flexible, skilled and cooperative community working at the forefront of ICT development.
Harnessing the power of ICT and supporting the R&D behind new technologies was at the heart of
FP7’s focus on improving the competitiveness of European industry. The cluster is certainly doing its
part to achieve this aim. It has grown throughout the project’s lifespan and beyond, according to Adam
Olszewski, the coordinator.
The cluster has succeeded in raising the profile of the region and its ICT businesses, says Olszewski,
and two years after the project was officially completed in 2010, the consortium was recognised as the
leading cluster in Poland by Deloitte Consulting Services and the Polish Agency for Entrepreneurship
Development. “This sets us on the right path towards the exclusive group of European world-class
clusters,” he comments.
The cluster shares its experiences with other industries across Poland. There are now around seven new
cluster initiatives in various sectors in the Wielkopolska region alone.
Website: http://wklaster.pl/en
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Getting wise with waste
Estimates from the Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) reveal
that, by 2020, EU citizens could be generating
45 % more waste than they did in 1995. Already,
according to Eurostat, we throw away 3 billion
tonnes of waste per year – some 90 million
tonnes of which are hazardous.
Popular approaches to waste management in the
EU include incineration or burial in landfill sites.
Both cause environmental damage and potential
health risks.
Innovations are needed to solve these problems and prepare for the future. This imperative was the
driving force behind the creation of the WasteKIT project, a consortium of 19 partners from 4 countries.
WasteKIT was funded through Regions of Knowledge.
The project, which ran until December 2012, identified ways to reduce the amount of rubbish generated
by means of new waste-prevention initiatives. In addition, it explored more sustainable consumption
patterns and ways to increase efficiency in the use of resources.
It was particularly interested in developing efficient strategies for turning waste into energy, improving
recycling programmes, utilising waste and encouraging waste prevention and minimisation. Other
objectives included the creation of a European network of regional waste-management-related clusters
and an international mentoring programme designed to disseminate knowledge.
“The European funding we received was particularly helpful in allowing us to carry out detailed analysis
of the waste-management methods used in the partner regions,” says Ilse van den Breemer, the
project’s cluster manager at the Amsterdam Innovation Motor. “We also utilised the funding to set up
the mentoring guide that will help all regions interested in more efficient waste management or those
facing particular challenges to improve their handling of waste.”
Website: www.wastekit.nl
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Regional aeronautics expertise offers a bright green future
Europe boasts several world-class regional clusters specialising in aeronautics technology. To stay
competitive, these clusters must be responsive to changing industry requirements – such as the need
to adopt greener technology. This requirement notably arises from a recent EU decision to impose a cap
on CO2 emissions from all international flights that arrive at or depart from an EU airport.
Research into more energy-efficient engines, lighter aero-structures, alternative fuels and electric
aircraft equipment has thus become a priority. Responding effectively to this trend is vital, and R&D
funding must be carefully matched to such new challenges. The CARE project, funded by Regions of
Knowledge, will ensure these goals are achievable.
For a multi-billion euro global industry facing significant environmental challenges, this project could
have a significant impact and open up new commercial opportunities. The project was launched in early
2012 and ends in December 2014.
CARE is reinforcing the R&D networking already initiated at regional level through research-driven
clusters. It strives to increase the competitiveness of the participating regions in the field of green
aeronautics.
“The Regions of Knowledge programme provides capacity to formulate proposals for the future,” says
François Aumonier, European Project Manager at Aerospace Valley. “The goal is to provide benefits for
members of all the partner clusters.”
Further objectives, according to Aumonier, include highlighting the complementarities between European
aeronautics clusters, defining key technological areas requiring finance and proposing improved funding
mechanisms. These measures will make it easier for European clusters to propose and coordinate
projects in future calls.
The Aerospace Valley world competitiveness cluster in France, the CARE coordinator, is Europe’s leading
regional cluster in aeronautics, space and embedded systems. CARE links eight such mature clusters
with two less mature ones. Aumonier is confident that the project will help ensure that Europe’s regions
are well positioned to capitalise on the greening of the aeronautics industry.
Website: www.care-aero.eu
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Support helps Bulgarian research centre go global
The Faculty of Biology (FoB) at the University of Plovdiv (UoP) covers a wide range of research activities
in the areas of plant systems biology, food testing and biotechnology. It is regarded as one of the leading
research organisations in its field in Bulgaria, but domestic success is only part of the bigger picture.
While content with its standing at home, the UoP-FoB has always harboured ambitions to become a major player
on the international stage. “Our main goal for the last 20 years has been to establish a high-quality, Europeanstandard research centre at the University of Plovdiv,” says Ivan Minkov, coordinator of the BioSupport project.
“BioSupport has been a breakthrough in this respect.”
One of the driving factors behind this expansion beyond Bulgaria’s borders has been the project’s focus
on training and education through cooperation. “Altogether, about 60 researchers from the university
have benefited from short-term and long-term secondments to European partner institutions,” adds
Minkov.
Research Potential funding thus allowed
staff to benefit from high-level training.
Another large part of the EU contribution
was spent on equipment. A further share
was used to employ international experts
and highly qualified Bulgarian researchers.
The project’s work to improve the
resistance of crops to disease and
adverse environmental conditions, and
thus increase production, has since gained
international recognition and attracted
offers of partnerships from around the
world.
The creation of doubled haploid
plants, which can help plant breeding
substantially, has been a particular
success due to its implications for crop
production and food supplies. Research
institutions in Asia, Europe and the United
States have expressed a desire to be
involved in future projects.
Website: www.biosupport.uni-plovdiv.bg
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Exploring the Adriatic: underwater expertise in Croatia
A project funded through Research Potential set out to help Croatia become a world leader in underwater
systems and technologies. This development could have a positive knock-on effect for the whole Adriatic region.
The CURE project aimed to build on Croatia’s maritime expertise and potential. It began by supporting human
and material resources at the University of Zagreb’s UNIZG-FER Laboratory for underwater systems and
technologies (LABUST) and fostering partnerships with other well-known research centres around Europe.
Project coordinator Zoran Vukić believes that the revitalised lab can play a vital role in meeting the
socio-economic needs of both country and region.
“This project has significantly improved our research potential and our ability to accommodate the
needs of Croatia and the whole West Balkan region when it comes to the exploration of underwater
systems and technologies,” he explains. “Besides revealing the huge potential of underwater robotics,
the CURE project has also provided momentum for scientific and commercial applications in the region.”
Part of the funding was used to purchase equipment, such as an autonomous underwater vehicle
with side-scan sonar and acoustic current profiler. “Our equipment is for shallow water use – up to
300 metres in depth – and has been bought not only for research purposes but also to accommodate
the needs of various stakeholders,” says Vukić.
“Because of this,” he notes, “we can perform various types of missions for end-users.” These include
surveying shipwrecks, for example. A number of missions in the Adriatic Sea were performed with
underwater archaeologists, marine biologists and the lab’s underwater robotics colleagues.
“These missions were often very international, and we learned a lot from them,” acknowledges Vukić.
“Also, those who worked with us were able to quickly identify our capabilities, which I think is one reason
why we have since been invited on more joint missions at sea.”
He adds that the requirements of many European Directives relating to the sea and water resources
cannot be met without the use of underwater systems and technologies.
One of the most innovative aspects of the project was the lab’s joint R&D work with the NATO Undersea
Research Centre. This involved working on mine countermeasures with autonomous marine vehicles.
“Some quite innovative methods were employed, which have not been used elsewhere,” says Vukić.
LABUST, he adds, is now widely recognised as a vigorous and challenging place for young researchers.
Website: http://cure.fer.hr
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Supporting regions by
other means
From a reference in the founding
treaty until inclusion as a policy in the
Maastricht Treaty, the promotion of
economic, social and territorial cohesion
– and solidarity – among EU countries
has always been one of the EU’s priority
objectives. Yet, several decades after the
treaty was signed, there are still major
socio-economic disparities between the
EU’s different regions. The Structural
Funds have been the EU’s key tool for
driving economic and social cohesion.
Introduced in 1958, the Funds make European cofinancing available to development projects addressing
national priorities agreed upon between the EU country
in question and the European Commission. Projects are
based on strategic development plans and ‘Operational
Programmes’, which define the issues the country
would like to address during the funding period.
Individual Structural Fund strands assist regions
lagging behind or experiencing economic or structural
difficulties, those struggling with employment,
seeking to modernise agricultural production,
or restructuring their fisheries.

Many research, innovation and education projects
have received funding under the Structural Funds, in
particular under the European Regional Development
Fund (ERDF). Funding has been used, for example,
to build or upgrade research infrastructures, to set
up networks, boost start-ups and modernise SMEs,
commercialise research results, stimulate innovation
and devise efficient research strategies.

Complementarity
The EU’s research, innovation and cohesion policies
all share the same goal: employment and growth.
A number of different programmes have approached
this goal from different angles: scientific excellence,
turning knowledge into business opportunities and
promoting regional excellence and convergence.
The various programmes (Research Potential
and Regions of Knowledge for research; the
Competitiveness and Innovation Programme
for innovation; and the Structural Funds for
cohesion) therefore operated simultaneously and
complemented one another.

Funding synergies
The different funding sources provided significant
support when operating individually, but it was
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possible to further amplify their value by combining
them. While it has never been possible for a project
coordinator to use EU funding to provide the cofinancing required for a project supported under
a different EU programme (i.e. to replace its own
contribution with money received via the Structural
Funds), complementary financing has been
encouraged. For example, beneficiaries could use
funds for different actions carried out in a related or
consecutive manner.

Mixing and matching funding –
the options
•

•

Diversified funding: the same beneficiary
could diversify funding sources for
unrelated or complementary activities by
applying for different projects to different
EU funding sources (FP7, CIP, ERDF, EAFRD
(the European Agricultural Fund for Rural
Development) or ESF).
Alternative funding: the ERDF could
support strong projects identified by FP7
or CIP but not funded due to insufficient
resources – this could for example apply
to projects to improve research capacities
in lagging regions that had initially sought
funding under the Regional Potential
programme.

•

Combined financing: the different partners
involved in the same network, cluster or
science park could receive funding under
different EU programmes.

•

Transfer of experience: experience developed within a network or cluster
supported by one EU programme could
be transferred to networks or clusters
funded under another programme.

Cohesion Policy 2014-2020
While Regions of Knowledge and Research
Potential came to an end in 2013, their legacy
continues to live on within the EU’s Cohesion Policy
and Structural Funds, while some of the models
launched under the programmes are receiving
support under Horizon 2020.
The 2013 Regulation10 on support from the ERDF for
the European territorial cooperation goal makes clear
that ERDF should build on the work done by the two
programmes. It calls for “the fostering of mutually
beneficial cooperation between innovative researchintensive clusters and exchanges between researchers
and research institutions in both developed and less
developed regions, taking into consideration the
experience of ‘Regions of Knowledge’ and ‘Research
potential in Convergence and Outermost regions’.”
For 2014-2020, the Structural Funds are known
as the ‘European Structural and Investment Funds’
(ESIF). The priorities for the ERDF include:
•

enhancing excellence in research and innovation
(R&I) infrastructure and capacities; promoting
centres of competence;

•

promoting business R&I investment, product
and service development, technology transfer,
social innovation and public service application,
demand stimulation, networking, clusters and
open innovation through smart specialisation;

•

supporting technological and applied research,
pilot lines, early product validation actions,
advanced manufacturing capabilities and first
production in Key Enabling Technologies and
diffusion of general purpose technologies.

10

Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013 of the European Parliament and of
the Council of 17 December 2013 laying down common provisions
on the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social
Fund, the Cohesion Fund, the European Agricultural Fund for Rural
Development and the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund.
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013R1303

30

MOBILISING REGIONS FOR GROWTH AND JOBS | Regions of Knowledge and Research Potential

Cluster cooperation and twinning – both given
priority status – were first launched by Regions of
Knowledge and Research Potential, and have now
been mainstreamed under the ERDF.
INTERREG EUROPE, due for launch in November
2014 under the ERDF and designed to stimulate
cooperate between EU countries to boost economic,
social and cultural development, will capitalise
on the results from previous initiatives, including
Regions of Knowledge.

Horizon 2020
The legacy of Regions of Knowledge and Regional
Potential in Horizon 2020 is much more subtle as
the programme has no regional or geographicalbased initiatives. Instead it focuses on institutions,
companies and people. In addition to accompanying
measures that ensure excellence prevails wherever
it exists, Horizon 2020 does however provide
tailored support for low-performing EU Member

States through Teaming, Twinning and the European
Research Area (ERA) Chairs. Projects will be funded
under Horizon 2020’s specific part IV on ‘Spreading
Excellence and Widening Participation’. All schemes
have been designed to complement the actions of
the European Structural and Investment Funds.

Twinning
Intended to strengthen a specific research field
in an emerging institution, Twinning works by
linking a university or research centre with at
least two internationally-leading institutions. This
is underpinned by staff exchanges, expert visits,
short-term on-site or virtual training sessions,
workshops, support for conference attendance,
organisation of joint summer schools or similar
activities, dissemination and outreach activities.
Twinning applicants are encouraged to explain their
institution’s links with the host location’s smart
specialisation strategy.
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Teaming
Under Horizon 2020, top research institutions are
being teamed with countries or regions struggling
to perform better in research, development and
innovation. The goal is to create new centres of
excellence in these regions, or to upgrade existing
centres. The teaming should help during the early
stages of efforts to develop a country’s or region’s
research and innovation capacities, following
the initial development of a business plan. All
applications for funding must match the recipient
country’s or region’s smart specialisation strategies.

Depending on the quality of the business plan, the
Commission may provide further seed finance for
initial implementation steps.

ERA Chairs
‘ERA Chairs’ are a means of attracting outstanding
academics to institutions with a clear potential for
research excellence. The relationship is intended to
help the partner institutions to unlock their potential
and create a level playing field for research and
innovation. The initiative includes institutional
support for creating a competitive research
environment, and the framework conditions needed
to attract, retain and develop top research talent
within these institutions.
Other initiatives introduced for the first time under
Horizon 2020 – such as new financial engineering
instruments, the new SME instrument and the ‘Fast
Track to Innovation’ pilot scheme – may also have a
significant and lasting effect at regional level.
Together, the Structural Funds and Horizon 2020 will
continue to support Europe’s regions as they seek
to embrace the knowledge economy and transform
this knowledge into innovation and growth. They will
be at the heart of the EU’s efforts to drive economic,
social and territorial cohesion.
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Helping to unravel the
mysteries of the genome
Genetics is opening up a world of new
possibilities. Genotyping, for example –
the process of determining differences in
genetic make-up through DNA sequences
– could lead to new treatments for
hereditary diseases. Research Potential
investment in the Estonian Genome
Project (EGCUT) through the Opengene
project at Tartu University helped place
Estonia at the cutting edge of this
research.
“One of the main aims of the project
was to facilitate the exchange of know-how and researchers between EGCUT and the wider European
academic community,” explains project coordinator Andres Metspalu of the Tartu University. A visit to
University of Helsinki provided crucial help in bioinformatics when EGCUT was having difficulty analysing
whole genomes. Similarly, a visit to the KORA bio-bank in Munich helped harmonise the Estonian biobank design.
The visits led to twice as many top-level scientific publications and 10 times more EU joint grant
applications compared to the project plan.
Workshops on genetics and ethics have helped to increase the centre’s visibility and consolidated
expertise by attracting outstanding speakers, researchers and scientists from abroad. Estonian scientists
have also visited leading laboratories to learn about new technologies and to work on cutting-edge
scientific problems. “Knowledge and networking, these are prerequisites for participating in European
programmes,” explains Metspalu.
Opengene has already transformed the university’s ability to push the boundaries of genome research.
“We have been able to attract several excellent scientists back to Estonia because we can now offer
competitive salaries and a very good research environment – a large bio-bank and the best genotyping
technology,” acknowledges Metspalu.
EGCUT has also been invited to participate in many FP7 projects, and has even established close
collaboration with the Harvard Medical School and the Broad Institute, one of the leading human
genomics institutes in the world.
“In short, thanks to Opengene, we have finally made a breakthrough in human genomics research,
and are regarded as one of the genome centres with three essential components: over 51 000 patient
samples with medical records, top genomic technology, and analytical expertise in bioinformatics and
statistics,” says Metspalu.
Website: http://www.geenivaramu.ee/en
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Space-age solutions for intelligent traffic management
An EU-funded project aims to adapt space technology for traffic-management systems capable of
taking into account public health and the environment.
THE ISSUE, funded through Regions of Knowledge, brings together regional research clusters with
expertise in space technologies, traffic, health and the environment. The objective is to apply spacebased innovations to achieve intelligent traffic solutions. This includes applying real-time satellite
navigation data to urban traffic-management systems, and using remote-sensing to mitigate potential
health risks from traffic-induced air pollution.
The core partners in THE ISSUE are the UK’s East Midlands Region, Poland’s Mazovi Region, Italy’s Molise
Region and France’s Midi Pyrenees and Aquitaine regions. Each of these clusters contains a ‘triple helix’
partnership of business, academia and local/regional authorities.
The three-year programme, running until November 2014, is reviewing research being undertaken on
traffic, health and the environment in each cluster. Across the consortium, an impressive 37 research
projects have been identified.
“The five areas we are focusing on are intelligent traffic systems (putting more IT into traffic control
situations), traffic control, intermodal transport, the greening of transport, and improving the health
of citizens through achieving better air quality,” says project coordinator Professor Allan Wells of the
University of Leicester. “We are developing a priority research plan, identifying those projects that are
likely to have the greatest impact.”
The participants will then consult with regional and local authorities. “We are dealing with regulatory
issues, with social and economic consequences,” Wells points out. “We have a strong engagement to
build up relationships with policy-makers, and make them aware of our research capabilities, because
decisions are sometimes taken by people who are not as informed as they could be.”
The network is also being expanded into regions with less-well-developed R&D capabilities.
Communication and engagement are crucial. A total of six conferences are planned, the project has achieved
growing recognition in the UK, and a number of new businesses and organisations are eager to join the consortium.
Website: http://theissue.eu/about/
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Protecting populations from diseases on their doorsteps
The distance between the expanding human habitat and the surrounding ecosystem is shrinking in
French Guiana, potentially exposing the population to new viruses and bacteria. Scientists funded
through a Regional Potential project are helping to improve research infrastructure and capacity in
order to tackle the emerging threat.
French Guiana is one of the EU’s outermost regions, the only one located in the Amazonian forest
complex of South America. A number of changes have impacted on infectious cycles of pathogens,
vectors (disease carriers) and reservoir animals in the country.
These developments could bring the country’s booming population in contact with diseases to which it is
not usually exposed. To address this challenge, several field research units – with the support of teams
from continental Europe – have joined forces to create the STRONGER project.
This project, headed by the Institut Pasteur de la Guyane, aims to foster scientific excellence and increase
the visibility of the consortium members in infectious and emerging diseases. Its findings are likely to
have a major impact not only in French Guiana, but on public health decisions in the surrounding regions
and beyond.
The work to increase the research capacity of frontline research centres involves a recruitment
programme and the acquisition of state-of-the-art equipment. “The experienced researchers we have
hired will help define new areas of research regarding infectious and emerging diseases,” says project
manager Angélina Azanza. “Most of them already have international experience and we expect them to
bring new protocols which will see local scientists benefit from this collaboration.”
The project will thus enable researchers in French Guiana to acquire new knowledge by bringing together
the best minds and providing them with the technology they need. Results from this research will then
be disseminated throughout the ERA to help improve public health around the world.
Website: http://www.pasteur-cayenne.fr/stronger/index.php?lang=en

35

Microbes join fight against desertification in North Africa
Like many other Mediterranean countries, Tunisia suffers from drought and aridity. It is among the
countries worst affected by desertification, but also one of the most active in research efforts to
counteract this problem.
Funded through Research Potential, the Biodesert project conducted research into the use of microbial
biotechnology to solve agricultural problems in desert environments.
In Biodesert, the University of Tunis El Manar, along with the University of Ioannina in Greece, joined
forces with project coordinator University of Milan to research and exploit the activities of microorganisms that inhabit extreme environments such as deserts.
Such micro-organisms possess properties that could be exploited in agriculture. By harnessing these
properties, the partners developed new ways to sustain crops in the face of desertification and apply
microbial resource management (MRM) strategies to improve agricultural productivity in arid environments.
A molecular microbial ecology research platform already existed in Tunisia, performing collaborative
research for the development of such strategies. Biodesert expanded this platform and improved
related knowledge, which in turn helps to support the development of a bioeconomy in the region.
The project thus set out to create the conditions for developing research in the field of microbial applied
biotechnology, by purchasing advanced research equipment and promoting knowledge exchange.
Through the recruitment of experienced researchers and a training programme in partner laboratories
in Italy and Greece, the Tunisian team was able to improve its research potential in this field.
Website: www.biodesert.unimi.it
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Stimulating regional
innovation: the way forward
Why do regions need support from
the EU to realise their full research/
innovation potential?
Despite serious efforts by the European Union and
the Member States, significant gaps remain among
European regions in terms of research and innovation
performance. This is due partly to different levels of
economic development, but most importantly to
deep structural differences linked to many diverse
factors (geography, specific localisation issues,
socio-economic and cultural aspects etc.).
The most significant factor seems to be specific
national or regional policies on investment in
research and innovation, but the strategies and
choices that have guided investments in the past
are also important.
It is estimated that out of the EU’s 266 regions
(NUTS-II), only 35 had an R&D intensity (R&D
investment as a percentage of their GDP) above
3 % (which remains a target within the Europe 2020
strategy) in 2009. Taken together, these 35 regions
accounted for 45 % of all R&D expenditure in the EU.
According to the 2012 EUROSTAT regional yearbook,
10 of the most R&D intensive regions in 2009 were
located in the EU’s Nordic countries. Together, they
account for 9.3 % of the EU’s R&D expenditure.

These figures show that there is a huge concentration
of R&D and Innovation (RDI) investment within the EU,
with the majority coming from the western-central
and northern parts of the Union. Central, eastern
and southern European regions are severely lagging
behind. This has severe consequences for the whole
Union, as the so-called ‘innovation divide’ hampers any
serious effort to redress European competitiveness.
Regions thus need serious, large-scale and consistent
policies that will help them reverse these trends,
identify the correct strategies for investment and
help them perform the right structural interventions
that would help them make a difference on the
world stage.
Globalisation has put particular strain on regions as
it has completely redrawn the map for producing
goods and services, offsetting a large number of
European regions that cannot cope with increasing
competition. New strategies are needed at European
level to help redress these trends – this is a natural
role for the European Union.
The Union’s main weapon, helping it to deal with
these threats, is the combination of the European
Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) and Horizon
2020 – the EU’s Framework Programme for Research
and Innovation.
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Regions working in partnership under the umbrella
of the ESIF can harness their full potential while
addressing Horizon 2020’s qualitative, challenging
and competitive calls for proposals. Participation
helps all players (companies, universities, public
research organisations) advance in science and
technology towards more innovation.

How can research institutions,
companies and regions better exploit
the synergies between the European
Structural and Investment Funds and
Horizon 2020?
Under FP7, the Regions of Knowledge and Research
Potential programmes played a very important
role in creating synergies: they allowed largescale, transnational collaboration between regional
research driven clusters as well as effective twinning
and mentoring between research institutions in
Europe – with a focus on excellent institutions
located in structurally deprived areas. This was a
very positive experience as it mobilised hundreds
of Triple Helix Structures around Europe towards
local economic development, through research and
innovation.
When preparing for the 2014-2020 period, much
work went into ensuring concrete opportunities

for synergies across the two very different policy
frameworks: Horizon 2020 and Cohesion Policy.
Both regulations allow for effective synergetic
actions. The first priority for effective synergies on
the ground is increasing investment in research
and innovation, through the ESIF, in the context of
a genuine Smart Specialisation Strategy. Countries
can take initiatives in the context of their Operational
Programmes:
•

in an upstream mode (preparing their
stakeholders for beneficial participation in
Horizon 2020’s competitive actions of as well
as other, similar actions at global scale, creating
the appropriate framework conditions for
innovation);

•

in downstream mode (working on exploitation and
dissemination of research and innovation results,
streamlining commercialisation of knowledge
and developing market oriented approaches).

For the first time, interested parties can also now
combine funding from Horizon 2020 and ESIF in the
same project, provided that the same cost item is
not presented for reimbursement twice. In this way,
the impact of transnational projects at local level
will be greatly enhanced.
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What were the main lessons learned
from Regions of Knowledge and
Research Potential?
The main lessons concerned the importance of
the role of knowledge institutions (universities
and research organisations (public and private)) in
regional development as well as the significance of
regions as learning environments for local company
clusters that are thus able to engage effectively in
the innovation process.

Are there any projects that stand out
from your time overseeing Regions of
Knowledge and Research Potential and
programmes? Perhaps where something
special was achieved that would not
have been possible otherwise?
Although it is difficult to figure out the ‘breakthrough’
flagship project within a huge portfolio, we could
just mention two by way of example.
REGPOT: The goal of the ERRIC (www.erric.eu)
project (Empowering Romanian Research Intelligent
Information Technologies) was to strengthen existing
research excellence in Automatic Control and
Computers by unlocking potential and enhancing
national and regional leadership positions in selected
areas of Intelligent Information Technologies. Key
areas included agreement technologies, semantic
and collaborative technologies for the web,
advanced grid technologies, large scale distributed
system services and adaptive intelligent control.
ROK: SAGE emanated from the Regions of Knowledge
transport call in 2011. The project’s unique
feature was its combination of close interregional
collaboration with the forging of a strong industrial
alliance in the European automotive sector.

SAGE made it possible to set an R&D agenda for
a more sustainable car industry that went beyond
pure technology development. The “analysis of
industry, competences and cluster organisation in
the participating regions has genuinely enhanced
regional capacity and increased opportunities for
international cooperation,” says project coordinator
Hanna Blomdahl.
Best practice on cluster management was shared
with not only participating regions but also mentoring
regions in other countries, while the project boosted
knowledge here in Europe of research and innovation
competences in Asia. Cooperation agreements were
also signed with key automotive regions in Japan,
China and South Korea.
The results of SAGE will be felt for some time to
come – it led to spin-off projects applying for funding
under Horizon 2020, agreements on student and
staff exchanges, and Memoranda of Understanding
that ensure future cooperation between the SAGE
partners.

How will linkages and connections
between research, innovation and
industry be strengthened in Horizon
2020?
Horizon 2020 is heavily oriented towards innovation,
and this means that it automatically favours strong
partnerships between academia and industry, for
the full project cycle. This is particularly true in the
areas of Leadership for Industrial Technologies
(LEITS) and for the strand dealing with ‘societal
challenges’. In addition, public–private partnerships
like the JETIS (Innovation investment Package) will
provide further opportunities for building bridges
between academia and industry in an innovationdriven process.
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What challenges does Horizon 2020
pose for less-developed regions?
Horizon 2020 marks a departure from FP7 since
there are no actions for regions as such – it focuses
primarily on industry, people and institutions. It
has also left all cohesion aspects to Cohesion
Policy (European Structural and Investment Funds).
However, there are now more opportunities for small
research and innovation players (which are likely
to be located in non-metropolitan/less-developed
regions), for example through the SME Instrument,
new financial engineering schemes and the FastTrack to Innovation Pilot (as of 2015).
But despite the lack of specific measures for lessdeveloped regions, the Commission has stepped up
the European Structural and Investment Funds’ role
in supporting research and innovation investment

(especially in less-developed regions). Smart
specialisation strategies will increase development
opportunities, stimulating the knowledge-based
economy in all regions. Meanwhile using the
Thematic Concentration principle will ensure an
effective innovation strategy, whereby regions must
devote 50-80 % of their total ERDF allocation to just
4 out of the 11 thematic objectives (Research and
Innovation, ICT, the Low-Carbon Economy and SME
Competitiveness).
Making the most of the ESIF for research and
innovation in the less-developed regions has
never been higher on the agenda. There are plenty
of opportunities that have the real potential to
transform local economies.

Do you see smart specialisation
strategies evolving over time as
different priorities arise when
economic circumstances change?
Horizon 2020 has not set smart specialisation as
an objective, since it is a local level strategy for
R&I-driven economic growth (Horizon 2020 by
definition disregards the location factor). However,
there is some scope for support in the context of
specific thematic areas: once individual countries’
smart specialisation strategies are finalised, it
will be possible to identify dominant trends for
technological priorities and innovation strategies.
Horizon 2020 could then selectively focus on some
of these areas, providing an additional way of
exploring and reinforcing particular themes of crucial
importance to place-based innovation strategies.
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Glossary and links
Competitiveness and Innovation Programme
(CIP): This funding programme supported research
and innovation (including eco-innovation), provided
SMEs with better access to finance and delivered
business support services in the regions. It operated
from 2007 to 2013. CIP’s aims are now covered
by Horizon 2020 and the Programme for the
Competitiveness of enterprises and SMEs (COSME).
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/initiatives/
cosme/index_en.htm
European Research Area (ERA): The EU aims to
strengthen its scientific and technological bases
by achieving a European Research Area in which
researchers, knowledge and technology circulate
freely.
http://ec.europa.eu/research/era/index_en.htm
Horizon 2020: This is the EU’s main instrument for
funding research in Europe from 2014 to 2020.
http://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020
Regions of Knowledge (RoK): The programme
aimed to strengthen the research potential of
European regions, in particular by encouraging
and supporting the development, across Europe,
of regional ‘research-driven clusters’, associating
universities, research centres, enterprises and
regional authorities.
http://cordis.europa.eu/fp7/capacities/regionsknowledge_en.html

Research Potential (REGPOT): The programme
supported partnering arrangements between
research institutions (public or private) located in
the EU’s convergence and outermost regions – as
defined by the rules for Structural Funds (20072013) – with advanced institutions elsewhere in
Europe. Such partnering activities include staff
exchanges, hiring personnel, networking or advice
and knowledge transfer.
http://ec.europa.eu/research/regions/index_
en.cfm?pg=research_potential&lg=en
Seventh Framework Programme for Research
and Technological Development (FP7): This was
the EU’s main instrument for funding research in
Europe from 2007 to 2013. The new programme is
called Horizon 2020 and runs from 2014 to 2020.
http://ec.europa.eu/research/fp7/index_en.cfm
Structural Funds and the Cohesion Fund: These
financial instruments of EU regional policy aimed to
narrow the development disparities among regions
and Member States. The Funds participate fully in
achieving economic, social and territorial cohesion.
The Structural Funds include the European Regional
Development Fund (ERDF) and the European Social
Fund (ESF). For 2014-2020, the Structural Funds are
known as the ‘European Structural and Investment
Funds’ (ESIF).
http://ec.europa.eu/contracts_grants/funds_en.htm

© page 5, ra2 studio, #65666915, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 6, puckillustrations, #66545557, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 7, kentoh, #67070113, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 8, Kurhan, #58858483, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 10, Westend61, #55001859, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 11, Julien Eichinger, #62960955, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 13, photokanok_1984, #63604220, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 14, weseetheworld, #65417226, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 17, Olivier Le Moal, #60549840, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 19, Mikhail Markovskiy, #58391709, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 20, JackF, #55911288, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 20, Waldteufel, #23458707, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 22, nupsik284, #61463366, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 23, whitelook, #66585358, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 24, photka, #60981742, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 25, WavebreakMediaMicro, #67653890, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 26, Sandra Cunningham, #7169608, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 27, pentax1979, #61299511, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 30, RFsole, #64898430, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 31, apops, #60668878, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 32, psdesign1, #52896485, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 33, Seamartini Graphics, #52274544, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 34, Kirsty Pargeter, #66197508, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 35, jakezc, #485099, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 37, puckillustrations, #64466251, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com
© page 39, sommai, #66243918, 2014. Source: Fotolia.com

HOW TO OBTAIN EU PUBLICATIONS
Free publications:
• one copy:
via EU Bookshop (http://bookshop.europa.eu);
•

 ore than one copy or posters/maps:
m
from the European Union’s representations (http://ec.europa.eu/represent_en.htm);
from the delegations in non-EU countries (http://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/index_
en.htm);
by contacting the Europe Direct service (http://europa.eu/europedirect/index_en.htm) or
calling 00 800 6 7 8 9 10 11 (freephone number from anywhere in the EU) (*).

(*) The information given is free, as are most calls (though some operators, phone boxes or hotels may charge you).

Priced publications:
• via EU Bookshop (http://bookshop.europa.eu).
Priced subscriptions:
• via one of the sales agents of the Publications Office of the European Union
(http://publications.europa.eu/others/agents/index_en.htm).

KI-01-14-708-EN-C

Between 2007 and 2013, some 235 projects strengthened research and
innovation excellence and potential in Europe’s regions, and forged synergies
between regional research and innovation policies. The Seventh Framework
Programme’s Research Potential programme supported 169 projects with
€340 million, while the Regions of Knowledge programme backed a further
66 projects with €126 million.
Horizon 2020 – the successor to the Seventh Framework Programme (FP7)
– has been up and running since the end of 2013, marking the end to both
programmes. Their objectives have been transferred to the EU’s Cohesion
Policy. Benefiting from the distance of time, now is a fitting moment to look
back at the Research Potential and Regions of Knowledge programmes, to
identify some key findings, and to draw lessons for the future.

