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Ladies and Gentlemen 

Welcome and thank you for joining us at our seminar today. 

The Open Days are clearly the most important learning event for 

regional policy practitioners in Europe.  

We are happy that we can use this framework for a debate on 

smart specialisation with our colleagues and friends from the other 

European Institutions, whom I would like to especially welcome. 

But why talk about smart specialisation strategies and regional 

growth?  

Don't worry. I will certainly not give you a lecture on these 

concepts. I will leave this to Professor McCann, who I know will do 

a much better job.  

But allow me to put this into the proper perspective for you:  

 

Act regionally to compete globally 
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The current crisis has reinforced our conviction that in these 

stormy and economically challenging times, we need to act 

regionally to compete globally because the micro-economic roots 

of competitiveness and productivity are best to be found and 

tackled at regional level 

And it has demonstrated that there are no shortcuts to economic 

growth, not if you have to compete on quality and innovation, as 

we have to do in Europe.  

There is simply no other way than investing into a country's and 

region's competitive advantages. This is the only route to fiscally 

sound and sustainable economic stimulus. 

 

Investing in competitive advantage and economic opportunity 

So, the jobs we need to create now and in the future to outgrow 

the effects of the crisis can only come from innovation and a 

relentless effort to become better, fitter and faster. 

In today's ICT powered global economy, it is no longer about being 

"world class" but being the best in the world, evin if it is in a 

particular market niche or through a marginally differentiated 

strategy. 

This means that in terms of regional policy we must move beyond 

an era of ribbon cutting – beyond a focus dominated by 

infrastructures - towards more knowledge-based investments. 
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Identifying and delivering these policies requires a fresh strategy 

process, a strategy for smart investments. We call this smart 

specialisation. 

 

An economic transformation strategy 

Smart specialisation is often portrayed as something new, which it 

is not. Key aspects of smart specialisation have been in the 

pipeline for some time.  

The concept is a further refinement of our experience of 15 years 

of Regional Innovation Strategies, which focused on using public 

money to promote efficient innovation systems.  

This experience has been very successful as recently pointed out 

by the World Bank in its assessment of innovation policies in 

Europe.  

Put in a nutshell, smart specialisation is an economic 

transformation strategy. To develop these strategies it takes 

strategic intelligence, a clear idea of one's strengths and 

weaknesses, strong political leadership and vision. 

We want to bring this now into the mainstream to help the regions 

transform their industrial structures and tap into emerging 

industries and international markets. 

 

What is smart about smart specialisation 

But what is so smart about smart specialisation? 
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(1) First of all it is smart because it is knowledge based. So it asks 

you to put knowledge and innovation at the heart of your regional 

development strategies and, by this, asks you to make better use 

of the Structural Funds to build regional research and innovation 

capacities. 

(2) Secondly, it is smart because it asks you to focus on your 

greatest assets and opportunities and to prioritise in a smart way 

when using Structural Funds for your regional development. 

Linking knowledge assets to economic potential is therefore at the 

heart of this concept. 

(3) Thirdly, it is smart because it is based on the notion of building 

successful innovation eco-systems in your cities and regions. This 

can mean a lot of things from stimulating entrepreneurship, 

university-business cooperation, innovation support services and 

access to finance for SMEs all the way to upgrading education, 

skills and training schemes, as well as going for social and green 

innovation.  

(4) And fourth, it is smart because it is process based. It needs to 

be developed in real partnership with the main regional innovation 

actors, especially the business sector and the knowledge providers 

to facilitate shared commitments on a limited number of key 

priorities for the future of the region within the global economy and 

Europe's research and innovation landscape. 

(5) Fifth, it is smart because it is outward looking towards 

positioning the region in global value chains and establishing 

cooperation with other relevant regions and clusters to add more 
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critical mass and more diversity to a region's structures and 

activities. 

(6) And last but not least, it is smart because it aims at policy 

coordination horizontally and vertically and at creating synergies 

between different EU policies.  

 

The new regional policy for Europe 2020 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

When drawing up the blueprint for a reformed regional policy 2014-

2020 we have made research and innovation one of the key 

priorities. 

Having strategies for research and innovation in place has now 

been included as one of the prerequisites for a successful 

mobilisation of Structural Funds in the programming period up to 

2020.  

This is, of course, fully in line with the goal of economic and social 

cohesion, the Europe 2020 strategy and the lessons we have 

learned from our analysis as outlined last year in the 5th cohesion 

report.  

It also delivers on the mandate of the Council to adopt a strategic 

and integrated approach to innovation and mobilise EU resources 

in an efficient way. 

We are therefore fully committed to foster innovation in all regions, 

no matter whether they are already pretty good and advanced in 

what they are doing or whether they are still catching up and 
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building their muscle and their capacity for global competition and 

excellence. 

 

Smart Specialisation in practice 

But what does Smart Specialisation mean in practice?  

It means that all regions and their Managing Authorities will now 

need to engage in a strategic exercise as part of the programming 

of their future Structural Funds investments. 

This will be a cooperative process. It requires collaborative 

leadership driven by public private partnerships, but it will fully 

involve and consult academia and civil society.  

Together they will identify the most important assets and growth 

opportunities of their regions.  

And together they will agree on a smart strategy for getting more 

innovation into their SMES and focussing investment on 

maximising their region's competitive edge in global markets. 

The outcome of this process can be peer-reviewed and can be 

assessed as part of their preparations for the national investment 

and partnership contract. 

 

Smart Specialisation Guide/Platform 

To help you in your work we will soon publish a guide that will 

outline the practicalities of developing such smart specialisation 

strategies.  
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This guide is being developed with the support of different 

Commission services and leading international experts that we 

have gathered in our Smart Specialisation Platform.  

This Platform as you are certainly aware was launched in June this 

year and is managed by our colleagues in the Joint Research 

Centre in close cooperation with our services.  

The platform is for you and it is a service we want to develop jointly 

with you. We therefore invite all regions to sign up and make use 

of it when developing their strategies  
Final remarks 

Our discussion today will inform the work of the platform and the 

guide, so I am looking forward to your input and discussion. 

I will unfortunately not be able to stay for the panel, as I have other 

important engagements right after this, but I will be represented by 

Stefan Zotti from my cabinet, who will brief me on the outcome of 

your deliberations. 

I thank you again for participating in this important workshop and 

wish you an interesting and animated session. 


