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Executive Summary 

 

The theme for the first meeting was “Strengthening linkages between government, industry and 

research.” The agenda covered topics related to policy measures supporting innovation, an update of the 

four RCI pilot projects, two case studies of initiatives in Albania and Croatia to support innovation, and 

a discussion of Europe 2020 and which elements are relevant for a South East Europe economic vision. 

 

The first session included a presentation from the European Commission (DG Enterprise) which centred 

on how government, industry and academia can work together to support innovative activities. 

Examples of various instruments such as voucher schemes and cluster initiatives were discussed. This 

was followed by a presentation from the Business Innovation Centre in Croatia (BICRO) which 

outlined initiatives and actions that institution uses to support greater collaboration between businesses 

and the research community. 

 

The second session provided updates on the four RCI pilot projects in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 

former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Montenegro, and Serbia. In Bosnia and Herzegovina the 

project team has organised a series of events in that economy with a view to identifying three concrete 

partnerships between industry and academia. In the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia the project 

team is now preparing a draft assessment of the national innovation system. The next steps in that 

project will involve developing recommendations and consulting with stakeholders. In Montenegro the 

project team is in the process of assessing the needs of export-oriented SMEs to understand where a 

voucher scheme could facilitate greater linkages with researchers. The project team will begin drafting a 

feasibility study over the summer. In Serbia, the project team has focussed on assessing the innovative 

activities of firms and researchers in the agrifood and biomedicine sector. The project team visited 

Slovenia to learn from Slovenian experiences in the development of instruments such as centres of 

excellence, technology parks and competence centres. 

 

In addition to the RCI pilot projects, the Working Group received updates on innovation supporting 

actions in Albania and Croatia. The representative from Albania presented gave a detailed presentation 

on the new Business Innovation and Technology Strategy. The strategy is designed to support that 

country‟s competitiveness and strengthen its national innovation system. The Working Group also 

discussed the results of an FP7 project in Croatia which sought to strengthen linkages between the 

Faculty of Textile Technology and Croatian SMEs in the textile sector.  

 

The Working Group concluded with a session on the Europe 2020 Strategy and its applicability to a 

South East Europe economic vision. The Working Group agreed with most of the elements in Europe 

2020 and noted that they are relevant for the SEE region. However, additional elements discussed by 

the Working Group which should be included in a SEE vision included: 1) responses to the brain drain; 

2) encouraging businesses in SEE to find their niche markets; 3) improvements to the business and legal 

environment are still a priority; 4) development of a regional capital market; 5) greater export 

orientation, and; 6) an emphasis on governance and institutional strengthening.  
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Detailed Report 
 

1. The first meeting of the RCI Working Group on Innovation was held in Split, Croatia on 9 

June 2011. 

 

2. Participants included a mix of representatives from the RCI beneficiaries including 

government, private sector as well as international and regional organisations. See attached 

annex for complete participants list. 

 

3. The theme for the first meeting was “Strengthening linkages between government, industry 

and research.” The agenda covered the following topics: 

• Supporting innovation and strengthening linkages 

• Review of RCI Pilot Projects 

• Case studies of innovation linkages 

• Europe 2020 and the Western Balkans 

 

4. The meeting was opened by Mr. Caperman from the European Commission who noted that 

innovation is impossible without competent people with the necessary skills. He noted that 

DG Enlargement Private Sector Plan would for 2011-2013 as well as planning for the post 

2014 IPA period would be discussed the following day.  

 

5. Mr. Vandenberghe from the Flemish Department of Foreign Affairs welcomed participants 

and spoke of his government‟s decision to focus on the Western Balkans in the area of 

development cooperation. The Flemish government appreciates the practical approach of the 

OECD especially with the RCI projects in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro. The 

results in these beneficiaries are tangible which should bold well for future support.  

 

6. Mr. Paic from the OECD Secretariat spoke about the challenges facing the Western Balkans 

and underlined the fact that the supply of knowledge in the Western Balkans significantly 

outstrips its demand. He framed the day‟s discussion in the context of trying to find policy 

responses to bridge knowledge users and producers in both public and private sectors. 

 

Supporting Innovation and Strengthening Linkages  
 

7. Mr. Schade from the European Commission (DG Enterprise) spoke on the triple role of 

innovation policy to: 1) develop entrepreneurship and R&D; 2) support the competitiveness of 

existing companies; and 3) contribute to solving societal challenges. The „triple helix‟ model 

of co-operation is not just between government, industry and academia but also enterprises, 

knowledge, skills, and governance. Mr. Schade emphasised that services, both as services 

linked to industry and „the service sector‟, should not be forgotten in the innovation debate 

considering they account for more than two-thirds of the GDP in the EU and only slightly 

lower shares in the WBC.  

 

8. With respect to specific measures to support innovation, Mr. Schade gave amongst other 

examples of good and bad practices of various voucher schemes. In Estonia‟s scheme only 

staff of local universities and colleges was allowed to provide services. This did not make 

much sense in some cases as the private sector was able to provide similar services – the 

public scheme therefore was anti-competitive and hindered innovation in the consulting 

sector. In contrast in Baden-Württemberg in Germany, SMEs can choose public or private 

service providers worldwide. Public authorities issuing the vouchers soon realised that 65% of 

companies work with other SMEs providing engineering services only 1/3 with public 

institutions. While less than 10% sought services from outside Germany mainly in 

neighbouring countries. Similarly in Austria, users of the voucher scheme stayed mainly 

within the country with less than 10 % seeking services in other EU members. Mr Schade also 

noted the role of cluster initiatives to overcome diverse market failures and highlighted the 
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success of Hungary‟s bottom-up approach. Mr. Schade concluded by emphasising the 

importance of „demonstrators‟ to increase awareness on the positive impact of innovation and 

breeding ground for service innovation. A change in mindset is necessary and the education 

system has a part to play in focussing energy on value creation.  

 

9. Mr. Friganovic from the Business Innovation Centre in Croatia (BICRO) outlined his 

institutions role in improving the national innovation process in Croatia. He described several 

measures including financial support through the RAZUM programme. Key lessons learned 

his view were the following: 1) relatively small public investment can yield large returns 
to the national economy; 2) innovations may become commercial products driving growth 

(with the right policy support); 3) the main challenge is to develop incentives that will enable 

the transformation of innovative ideas into a new products; and 4) small companies are key 

players crucial in bringing new technologies to the market. 

 

10. In the ensuing discussion following the presentations, participants discussed several issues. 

Ms. Hasanovic (Bosnia and Herzegovina) asked whether spending in R&D is a good indicator 

of innovation and whether the EU target for investment in research is at 3% is mean to come 

from both public and private sectors. Mr. Krstanovic (Croatia ICT Cluster) underlined the 

importance of the business climate and environment for supporting innovation. He also 

suggested adding another element to Triple Helix relationship: financial services.  

 

Review of RCI pilot projects 

 

11. This session provided updates on the four RCI pilot projects being implemented in 2011. 

 

12. Ms. Hasanovic from the Ministry of Civil Affairs of Bosnia and Herzegovina provided an 

update of the „Triple Helix Project‟, a project to support co-operation between government, 

business and academia to support innovation in Bosnia and Herzegovina. She highlighted the 

results of the agrifood survey, the study trip to Flanders for the Bosnian project team, and the 

results of the various workshops and seminars held in Sarajevo, Banja Luka and Mostar. The 

next step in the project will be identifying the three specific triple helix partnerships in 

Sarajevo at the end of June. Mr. Dragan Milovic, Ministry of Foreign Trade and Economic 

Relations, Bosnia and Herzegovina noted that one of the main challenges in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina is the poor co-ordination among ministries, agencies and other associations 

related to the topic of innovation.  

 

13. Mr. Nikoloski, National Centre for Development of Innovation and Entrepreneurial Learning, 

former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia gave an update of the RCI project aiming to develop 

a horizontal innovation policy in his country. Up to now a 500 firm business survey was 

completed along with a review of existing innovation strategies in the region and in the OECD 

area. Mr. Nikoloski sees the lack of an implementing agency for the strategy as a risk. The 

other challenges include budget and human resource capacity. The next steps in the project 

include finalising the assessment of the national innovation system and organising a 

consultation process to discuss potential measures.   

 

14. Ms. Zecevic, Directorate for Development of SMEs in Montenegro presented an update of the 

innovation voucher scheme project. To date the project team has agreed to focus on assessing 

the needs of export-oriented SMEs. A business survey is currently being implemented with a 

sample size of 500 companies. The next steps in the project include a study visit to Slovenia to 

meet with businesses and policy makers involved in their voucher scheme. Following that a 

feasibility study will be drafted which will review: 1) the institutional framework for SME and 

innovation policy; 2) demand and supply side competencies; 3) assessment of a voucher 

scheme as a policy instrument. One of the risks to the project is the potential lack of qualified 

service provides. In response to questions from other participants Mr. Fexer, OECD 

Secretariat, noted that the OECD has examined the Macedonian voucher scheme, however, 
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further consultations could be arranged. Mr. Fexer noted that the Macedonian scheme was 

exclusively designed for private companies providing services with the objective of 

developing the consultancy sector.  

 

15. Mr. Schade commented that one has to be realistic about what can be achieved through the 

small grant provided by vouchers and policy objectives must be kept realistic. The 

sustainability of the project as well as the development of adequate indicators to measure its 

impact is important. Mr. Arifagic, RCC, mentioned that increased exports could be one of the 

main indicators to monitor policy objectives. The increase of quality and standards of business 

service provides could be another.  

 

16. Ms. Maric, Ministry of Economy and Regional Development, Serbia, provided an update 

along with Mr. Konopek, OECD, on the Serbian RCI pilot project establishing a competence 

technology centre.  To date the project team has reviewed examples of OECD best practices in 

the design and implementation of competence centres; implemented a detailed innovation 

survey in the agrifood sector; and organised a study visit to Slovenia to meet policy makers, 

researchers and businesses involved that country‟s various innovation supporting institutions. 

The next steps in the project involve holding a focus group meeting with a mix of business 

people and researchers in the agrifood sector. Following the focus group the project team will 

prepare a feasibility report. One of the potential risks going forward is whether sufficient 

collaboration will take place between businesses and researchers under the umbrella of a 

competence centre.    

 

17. Mr. Schade noted that a challenge for the region is moving from individual projects to broader 

regional programmes. On the policy side, since the countries are small, they need to identify 

their own niches. In this regard Malta may serve an interesting example. Malta managed to 

reorient its industrial capacities form shipbuilding to amongst others aircraft maintenance. The 

key was taking a bottom-up approach where policy makers, practitioners, businesses, and 

researchers came together and identified a specific niche. Estonia also serves as a good 

example of how it managed to develop its ICT sector. According to Mr.Schade Estonia 

reformed its public administration soon after independence and made radical changes to its 

regulatory framework to strengthen innovation creating opportunities to leapfrog instead of 

catching up. Mr. Schade highlighted Hungary‟s cluster policies as a best practice. Hungary has 

four levels of clusters: level 1 – where companies work together; level 2 – institutionalisation 

of co-operation; level 3 – collaborative research; and, level 4 – where they work to influence 

policy. Mr. Schade also mentioned an Austrian internship programme whereby graduates are 

involved in innovation related projects. Lastly, Mr. Schade noted that Denmark offers a good 

example of best practices in the area of improving ties with diaspora communities.  

 

Case studies of innovation linkages  

 

18. This session provided an opportunity for participants from Albania and Croatia to present 

initiatives within their economies which strengthen linkages between industry, research and 

government. 

 

19. Mr. Roka from the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Energy, Albania, presented his country‟s 

new Business Innovation and Technology Strategy (BITS).  Mr. Roka explained that the BITS 

is designed to increase the competitiveness of Albanian enterprises within the national, 

regional and global contexts, by encouraging and supporting firm-based innovation and 

technological development through financial, technical, informational, infrastructural and 

other types of support, improving framework conditions, creating a favourable environment to 

business innovation and strengthening the national innovation system. More specifically, 

BITS aims to: 

- develop innovation in key sectors of the Albanian Economy; 
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- raise the awareness of enterprises on innovation and technology development 

needs; 

- initiate, import, modify and diffuse new technologies in enterprises; 

- increase the capacity of business supporting organisations to assist enterprises 

with their innovative projects; 

- provide technical information with a view to helping businesses acquire 

external funding for innovation activities; 

- enable the creation of new innovative firms, their survival and prosperity. 

 

20. Mr. Roka noted that one of the key lessons learned was the importance of early awareness 

raising activities and consultations with public and private stakeholders.  

 

21. Mr. Caperman was pleased that Albania is now participating in the Competitiveness and 

Innovation Framework Programme (CIP). This EU-supported programme is extremely useful 

for countries looking to support innovative enterprises.  

 

22. Mr. Paic asked at what point stakeholders should be involved in policy consultations: If one 

waits too long, the concept is too advanced, however, in an earlier stage it might be too vague. 

Mr. Roka responded by noting that in his experience with the BITS it would not have been too 

early to start with awareness raising activities, especially to increase participation of 

researchers in roundtables.  

 

23. Mr.Nikoloski asked whether there would be a monitoring mechanism for the BITS. Mr. Roka 

replied that the strategy has only been approved, no programme is yet defined and therefore no 

monitoring mechanism.  

 

24. Mr. Paic asked where the budgetary commitments would come from. Mr. Roka responds that 

the budget comes partly from government funding (23%) and by international donors. Mr. 

Lachenmaier noted that the Albanian government had put “some money on the table” which 

shows initiative. Innovation advisory services are in the process of being launched along with 

other measures. The Albanian government is in negotiations with the World Bank and KfW 

for financing to establish the Investment Fund.  

 

25. Dr. Glogar from the University of Zagreb presented the results from an EU Framework 7 

programme project in Croatia called “T-Pot.” The project‟s aim was to: 1) reinforce the 

research potential of the Faculty of Textile Technology of the University of Zagreb (TTF) in 

order to strengthen the university sector to become one of the components of the national 

innovation system in Croatia; and 2) develop the capacity for breakthrough research, leading 

to innovative textile and textile related products. The project‟s immediate impact included the 

establishment of new research groups, supported with 2 new laboratories, 3 PhD students and 

1 experienced researcher from University of Calabria. The project also organised a series of 

workshops targeting SMEs with the aim of introducing new technologies. More information 

can be found on www.ts-rc.eu. Although this project centred on textiles it could be applied to 

other sectors as well.  

 

26. Mr. Paic asked about the role of SMEs in the project. Dr. Glogar explained that the three PhD 

students spent some time within the participating SMEs allowing them to transfer know-how 

and expertise. Dr. Glogar would have liked to see greater participation from the Chambers of 

Commerce and SME associations. 

 

Europe 2020 and the Western Balkans  

 

27. For this session the Working Group participants were divided into smaller groups to discuss 

what elements from Europe 2020 would be relevant for a South East Europe vision leading up 

to 2020. Most participants agreed that the elements contained in Europe 2020 are relevant for 

http://www.ts-rc.eu/
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SEE, however, with some additional elements and nuances. The following represents a 

summary of the key points made by each breakout group during the plenary session. 

 

Innovation: 

 

 Innovation was considered an important element by all breakout groups.  

 

 Any SEE vision should note the importance of having a strong education system which 

facilitates innovative activities in the economy.  

 

 Improving skills for innovation requires more emphasis on continuing education and training, 

curricula reform and more internship programmes and opportunities. 

 

 Efforts should be made to raise the awareness of the private sector with respect to the 

importance of innovating.  

 

 Greater co-operation between academia, industry and policy makers should be encouraged. 

 

 A SEE vision should support the development of clusters, technological parks, business 

incubators and other instruments which can help commercialise research.  

 

Education: 

 

 Entrepreneurial learning was mentioned a priority for education reform.  

 

 Other participants felt that the duration of studies should be lengthened to increase training 

opportunities.  

 

 Improving teacher training would raise the quality of education.  

 

 Some felt that priorities in the education field should be: 1) increasing tertiary education 

levels, 2) reducing dropout rates; and 3) helping students study abroad.  

 

Sustainable growth:  

 

 The brain drain in SEE is a serious problem. Initiatives which can retain talent and support 

networks with diaspora communities should be promoted. 

 

 SMEs in SEE need to find their business niches.  

 

 Consideration should be given to reducing taxes on labour activity in SEE.  

 

Other areas: 

 

 Governance should be a key pillar of a SEE strategy including strengthening existing 

institutions. 

 

 An emphasis on supporting the rule of law is needed.  

 

 Greater inter-ministerial co-operation is needed at all levels of government to make policy 

reforms sustainable.  

 

 A SEE 2020 might consider the creation of a regional capital market as means of raising 

access to finance. 
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 A SEE vision should encourage more export-oriented business activity in higher-value added 

goods to the EU. 

 

 A SEE vision should support a change in business behaviour which encourages investment in 

training and human capital development.   

 

 A SEE vision should encourage economies in the region to find their niches. Policy makers 

need to work with businesses to figure out where to compete.  

 

 The business and legal climate is one of the main transversal issues affecting South East 

Europe.  

 

28. Mr. Caperman noted that the picture in South East Europe is much more scattered than in the 

EU area, there, designing a SEE 2020 agenda is a much bigger challenge. Serbia, for example, 

already has developed its 2020 strategy that is closely aligned with the EU 2020. The region 

should consider aligning its economic objective in a similar but tailored fashion to the EU 

2020.  

 

29. Mr. Paic commented that R&D spending, for example, is only one figure which important but 

it should not be the only indicator relevant for innovation. One should look into other 

indicators such as the absorption of R&D spending. Mr. Arifagic added that the EU has 

recently released a report on how to measure innovation/competitiveness. 

 

30. Ms. Petkova mentioned that Europe 2020 was based on a regional approach. As a result of 

wide regional disparities in SEE for some the thought of SEE 2020 seems a complicated 

exercise. Furthermore, due to the dearth of reliable data, attempting to define precise 

benchmarks and commitments will be a challenge.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

 

31. Mr. Caperman noted that excellent ideas were presented over the course of the day and that 

the challenge is finding adequate solutions.  

 

32. Mr. Paic reaffirmed that the ideas from the previous session would feed the process leading up 

to the SEE ministerial in the autumn. The goal is to have a vision which is aligned with 

Europe 2020 but that takes into account the region‟s specificities. The goal is to demonstrate 

that the region can take its own initiatives without the imposition of Brussels.  

 

33. Mr. Caperman explained that the Copenhagen criteria say that economies need to be 

competitive on the same ground as member states. This necessitates a regional innovation 

agenda which looks beyond 2014.  

 

34. Mr. Arifagic noted that for the next workshop it would be helpful to bring practitioners from 

competence centres to learn first-hand of best practices in those institutions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


