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Rationale  

The Basque County is a physically small Autonomous Community in the north of Spain with just 2.1 million 
inhabitants. The Basque regional government has a remarkably high number of powers, including its own police 
force, the capacity to make legislation and to collect tax. 

The Basque County has long been one of the most developed regions in Spain. Its economy was based for 
a long time on industry, in particular the steel, shipbuilding and capital goods industries. As in other areas of 
Europe, the Basque economy was badly affected by the crisis of the 1970s and 80s, which led to the closure and 
restructuring of most of its major businesses. 

A traditional feature of the Basque County was the business drive shown by its people. Their answer to the 
crisis was to find a way to adapt the activities in crisis to the new conditions of the European and world market. 

The regional government, created in the early 1980s when Spain’s autonomous communities were 
established, played a crucial role in this process. Amongst other measures, it launched a technology and 
innovation policy that, with the logical adaptations, has remained constant for the last 20 years. 

In consequence, the region’s economy has recovered, industry has been modernised and a services sector 
developed. Until the 1970s the Basque regional per capita GPD was clearly superior to Spain’s as a whole. 
Although in the 1980s and early 90s it fell below the Spanish average, by 2005 it was once again above the 
national, and the EU, average. 

Although the global evolution of the Basque economy is currently satisfactory, there are some elements of 
concern for the future. The main preoccupation is the slow appearance of new activities that might facilitate 
economic diversification. This combines with a relatively low new business and entrepreneur rate, something of a 
paradox in a society that was once characterised by its entrepreneurial spirit. 

The contradiction between the important stock of enterprises in the Basque economy and the relatively low 
rates of growth of new businesses is not neutral in the context of economic globalisation and the appearance of 
new competitor countries. Concern about this situation has led the Basque Government to consider how best to 
face up to the new challenge. 

Why the approach is relevant to the two districts/to East Germany? 

The districts of Mittweida and Altenburger Land have low entrepreneurship levels. While it is interesting to 
see how another old industrial European region is trying to cope with this problem, the important point is that an 
integral long-term plan of action is needed, because the entrepreneurial mentality is something that involves the 
overall values of any society. 

Description of the approach  

Wealth levels in the Basque economy, and in society in general, continue to improve; educational levels are 
increasing, as is the innovative capability of Basque businesses. These are major advantages for a region looking 
to introduce new business support activities. The Basque county already had a good number of existing business 
and new entrepreneur support programmes. However as partial measures to change the situation proved 
inefficient, in 2004 the Basque Government decided to begin to tackle the issue from a new perspective that 
would facilitate a global, coordinated focus on all the aspects influencing the generation of an entrepreneurial 

                                                      
1 Source: Discussion Paper "Entrepreneurship in the Districts Mittweida and Altenburger Land", 
OECD LEED Programme, October 2006. 
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society. 

This was done under European Union guidelines that encourage member states to improve the business 
spirit as a way of stimulating the appearance of new entrepreneurs and businesses. The Basque Entrepreneurial 
Society Plan was the region’s response. 

The Plan is based on the fact that, despite the variety of existing support measures, the response of Basque 
society in terms of entrepreneurs was simply not sufficient. The problem required integral treatment, with all of the 
influential factors (education, training, administration, society, businesses, media, etc.) being addressed 
simultaneously. 

The Plan was defined as an instrument framework, through which the bases for generating new activities in 
the Basque economy were defined. By combining public and private efforts, the idea was to create a political 
environment favourable to the business and entrepreneurial spirit, bringing about a cultural change in support of 
entrepreneurial activity and the business mindset, leading to greater economic dynamism and constant growth. 

The Plan is ambitious in its integration of all support measures affecting the business spirit, not only from an 
economic perspective, but also from a cultural and social angle. It therefore gives great importance to the 
commitment of political and cultural leaders to the figure of the entrepreneur and to promoting a business culture 
more generally. Also, it insists that entrepreneurial capacity should not be developed only in the business world, 
but is needed in administration, social, educational and cultural circles as well. 

Implementing the Plan successfully is clearly a complex and gradual business. Besides maintaining existing 
programmes that had proved to be effective, new ones have had to be implemented gradually. So far the 
Ekintzaile (‘promoting activity’) programme has been launched with a budget of more than EUR 7.000.000 in 2004 
and the Barnekintzaile (‘promoting internal activity’) programme in 2005 with EUR 900.000. 

Ekintzaile is a measure that completes existing initiatives, and is framed within what the Plan calls 
instruments for the financing of entrepreneurial activities. It seeks to fill a gap in the support available for business 
creation, and to begin a process of collaboration with other provincial and/or local entities. Specifically, Ekintzaile 
is designed to support, accompany and finance new business projects of an innovative industrial nature, or of 
related services, guided by a BIC (Business Innovation Centre) while the idea matures and the company is started 
up. 

Ekintzaile provides two types of aid. The first type is designed to support the promoter during the maturation 
of their business idea and the preparation of their business plan. Aid covers all expenses, to a maximum of EUR 
30 000. The second type provides support for the actual launch of the business plan, and consists in the reduction 
of financial costs and the provision of guarantees, involving loans that vary between EUR 60.000 and EUR 
120.000 to finance investments in tangible and intangible assets. 

Ekintzaile’s success is demonstrated by the fact that in less than a year it has supported 117 projects, all 
with innovative features. 

The second programme was launched in March 2005. Barnekintzaile is designed to stimulate and favour the 
promotion of entrepreneurial activity in existing businesses (intrapreneurship). The programme provides up to 
EUR 30.000 for the development of ideas leading to new product lines or the creation of spin-offs to produce the 
new products. A BIC helps the company to study the possibilities. If a new company is started, support is 
forthcoming from Ekintzaile. Barnekintzaile shows the positive effects of the Basque Entrepreneurial Society Plan, 
since it combines the performances of different programmes and institutions in a single project with successive 
phases. 

As a reflection of the political will to promote business culture, the Basque Government has created the 
General Directorate for the Promotion of Business Activities within the Department of Industry, Trade and 
Tourism. Results are expected in the short, mid- and long term. It is an ambitious initiative to be developed 
gradually, thereby facilitating progress on the Plan’s partial objectives, with the final objective of “achieving greater 
levels of economic dynamism and rates of economic growth that contribute to greater social wellbeing in the 
Basque Country.” 
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The obstacles that were faced and the quality of the response taken  

The big difficulty was (and is) the capacity to promote interdepartmental and inter-institutional activities, 
because all administrations resist being coordinated with others. Aware of this problem, and of the time required 
to overcome it, the Plan’s promoters decided to implement measures gradually, to demonstrate that action taken 
in this field can be improved. That is why the Ekintzaile and Barnekintzaile programmes were launched in 2004 
and 2005 rather than together. Their success is facilitating the progressive implementation of the other measures. 

Considerations for adoption of this type of approach in the two districts and in East Germany  

Government departments need to be made aware that the problem of business culture is not something for 
a single department to deal with, but is something that requires a response from all administrations as a whole. 
Global action that incorporates all departments is essential. A global plan integrating all the measures in a 
coherent, long-term project facilitates synergies and co-operation between administrations. 

Contact details and website for further information  

The Sociedad para la Promoción y Reconversión Industrial (SPRI) is a government agency for economic 
development in the Basque Country. 

Contact: info@spri.es  

Web: www.spri.net  

More specifically for Ekintzaile and Barnekintzaile: 

http://www.spri.net/aSW/web/cas/ambitos/promo/progapoinv/ekintzaile.jsp  

http://www.spri.net/aSW/web/cas/ambitos/promo/progapoinv/barneekintzaile.jsp  
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