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Ladies and Gentlemen 

Dear Friends, 

 

INNOVATION. A term that has been used and probably 

abused for many years.  Some say it is a fuzzy concept, 

undefined and convenient to absorb public finances.  

Others say that there is never enough of it and that all 

our public support should go to innovation as the single 

route to growth. 

 

As often, the truth probably lies in between.  We know 

what innovation is or should be.  We have devised ways 

in which we can measure it.   
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It is not a vague or fashionable concept nor is it a policy 

that can be carried out in isolation.  On the contrary, 

Innovation is a key component of a complex 
transformation process Europe needs to embark 

upon if it is to create growth and jobs in the decades to 

come.  Innovation will be at the heart of our recovery.  

But it will only be effective if we approach it in a much 

smarter and comprehensive way than we have been 

doing in the past. 

 

We are going through particularly testing times in 

Europe – austerity is on everyone's lips.  But when it 

comes to growth and recovery I could not agree more 

with President Obama when he says: "Cutting the 

deficit by gutting our investments in innovation and 

education is like lightening an overloaded airplane by 

removing its engine. It may make you feel like you are 

flying high at first, but it won't take long before you feel 

the impact."  Nevertheless, he did so… 

 

As Commissioner for Regional Policy I want to highlight 

how Cohesion Policy will contribute to putting 

innovation at the centre of the European growth map. 
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But first let me thank EBN for inviting me to its Annual 

Reception.  For more than 25 years EBN has 

successfully promoted incubation, innovation and 

entrepreneurship across Europe. 

 

EBN is itself a successful spin-off from Cohesion Policy. 

Created by DG REGIO in 1984, it has experienced 

several rounds of support from our funds, before the 

Business Innovation Center Network and the brand was 

outsourced to EBN in 2002. 

 

Since then, EBN has thrived with its own business 

model and has been a strong ally for us in further 

developing our policy from a set of rules governing the 

Structural Funds to a real transformational policy. 

 

So, in many ways EBN can be seen as a pioneer and a 

torch bearer of what gradually has become a key pillar 

within our policy, namely the promotion of innovation 

and entrepreneurship.
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2. The crisis and our new Cohesion agenda 

Today we are facing an unprecedented financial and 

economic crisis in Europe, a crisis that will force us to 

accelerate the transformation of our economy.  A crisis 

which has put Cohesion Policy at the heart of this 

transformation by becoming the investment 
mechanism we need to implement Europe 2020.  

Cohesion policy has to be the tool we use to deliver 

smart, sustainable and inclusive growth.  

 

One of the linchpins of our proposal for a new cohesion 

policy is the promotion of innovation in all its forms 
and in all regions of Europe.  Today innovation is 

widely recognised as the only way to close the 

competitiveness gap and survive in the global economy.   

 

In Europe, we can clearly see that those Member 

States and regions which have invested in research and 

innovation have been stronger in the crisis and are 

showing signs of a faster recovery.  So it is vital to our 

economic future and the future of the European project 

that we spawn a culture of innovation and 

entrepreneurship everywhere across Europe.  
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This is specifically critical for regions that are lagging 

behind. They face the biggest challenges to improve 

productivity and value added in traditional sectors and 

they must diversify into new areas.  There is a particular 

urgency for companies in traditional industries to 

embrace a culture of innovation. 

 

We also need integrated policy actions that address not 

only research and technology but other important 

aspects of regional innovation systems, such as human 

capital development, organisational know-how and 

capacity, support to clusters and internationalisation, 

resource efficiency and social innovation. 

 

With the new programming period just around the 

corner, we want to see actions that focus on upgrading 

existing activities in the regions and on creating new 

activities on the basis of existing assets and 

capabilities. 

These are all challenges that smart specialisation 

explicitly focuses on.  We have therefore made it part of 

our proposals for a new cohesion policy that every 
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region, rich or poor, develops a research and innovation 

strategy for smart specialisation. 

 
The aim here is to catalyse a strategic process, 

whereby each Member State or region identifies those 

knowledge-based investments that are most likely to 

deliver growth and jobs.  This is not something that can 

be done top down. It has to be based on real 
partnership with the business sector and with 

innovation agents in the regions such as universities 

and research centres, incubators, innovation centres 

and business intermediaries. 

 

Where this type of partnership has been established, 

we have seen concrete results.  If you allow me, I would 

like to illustrate this with one example from my own 

country.  A recent economic impact evaluation carried 

out by Lower Austria on its cluster policy concludes that 

the policy, based on the development of several 

clusters, has brought real added-value to the regional 

economy, with the creation of 560 full-time equivalents 

and a return on public investment of around 200%.  In 

the Belgian region of Wallonia too, a recent study 
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shows that since 2006, 1700 jobs have been created 

via 6 separate clusters largely financed by Cohesion 

Policy. 

Smart specialisation and smart networks reflect and 

incorporate the lessons we have learned from three 

decades of European regional policy and the most 

recent academic research on growth.  It acknowledges 

that there is no silver bullet, no short cut to economic 

growth, that macro economics, the quality of one's 

institutions, as well as micro economic competitiveness 

all matter equally for creating prosperity and growth. 

 

Whereas in the past we have invested too much at 

random in regional innovation, not always 

understanding the innovation process fully, we now 

know that smart specialisation will help us deliver a 

regional policy that is not only strategic, forward-looking 

and focused but also realistic and result-oriented.  Our 

future investments will build on competitive advantage 

and critical mass and on a clear outward orientation 

towards global value chains. 
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However, it is not enough to have a strategy. I fully 

agree with your statement in the invitation to this event 

that we also need smart and specialised delivery 
mechanisms.  That is exactly why the governance 

dimension and the involvement of stakeholders is so 

important and why we have involved networks like EBN 

and others into the smart specialisation platform, where 

they help us to fine-tune the concept. 

 

3. Conclusion 

Ladies and Gentlemen 

Charles Darwin once said that the most powerful 

species were not necessarily the fittest and fastest but 

the ones that can adapt best to environmental change 

without loosing their fundamental identity.  Smart 

specialisation functions on the same principle - what 

gives regions their competitive advantage is not only 

being smart, but it is also being specialised and using 

one's assets and capabilities fully. 

 

With these wise words, I would like to wish you a 

successful evening and a fruitful discussion. 


