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Abstract
Innovation has the potential to turn around the fortunes of deprived areas and, as such, has become central to the EU’s regional cohesion agenda. Indeed, Commission proposals for the next round of the Structural Funds (2007-13) cite innovation as a core objective of the new ERDF strand of the programme. The European Learning Network, an Interreg IIIC-funded partnership of five EU cities, has explored ways in which policy makers and practitioners across Europe have promoted innovation (and more particularly, the growth and development of an innovative business base) in deprived urban areas. Such approaches have worked directly to encourage regional cohesion. This article will present various best practice case studies identified by Learning Network partners in this field. The case studies are intended to provide inspiration to policy makers and practitioners in the context of the new Structural Fund regime. 
1. Introduction 
Recognised as one of the key drivers of economic growth, innovation is a cornerstone of the European Union’s ambitious Lisbon Agenda of becoming the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy by the end of the decade. The EU is currently underperforming in terms of productivity growth in comparison with the United States and Japan, and poor innovation performance – as recorded on the Commission’s Innovation Scoreboard – is understood as partly to blame for this (European Commission, 2003). Driving forward innovation to stimulate economic growth has long been viewed as central to the Union’s competitiveness agenda. Increasingly, however, innovation has also become a focal point of the EU’s regional cohesion policy framework. The potential of innovation to turn around the fortunes of deprived areas has been identified. Reflecting this, Commission proposals for the next round of the Structural Funds (2007-13) cite innovation as a core objective of the new European Regional Development Fund strand of the programme. 
The European Learning Network (LNet) has explored ways in which policy makers and practitioners across the EU have promoted innovation (and more particularly, the growth and development of an innovative business base) in deprived urban areas. Such approaches have worked directly to encourage regional cohesion. LNet, an Interreg IIIC-funded project, is a partnership of seven organisations across five European cities – Amsterdam, Hamburg, London, Milan and Prague. This article will begin with a brief discussion of the nature of innovation in the context of urban deprivation. Various best practice case studies identified by Learning Network partners will also be discussed. These case studies are diverse in focus and geography, but have a common thread; they all describe ways in which regional policy makers and practitioners have succeeded in promoting the growth and development of innovative businesses in their localities. In the context of the new Structural Fund regime, the case studies are intended to provide inspiration to policy makers and practitioners, who may also be looking promote regional cohesion through innovation in their deprived urban areas. 
2. Innovation and Urban Deprivation
Innovation is typically viewed as a process that occurs within businesses. As distinct from ’invention’, the first occurrence of an idea for a new product or process, innovation is defined as the commercial exploitation of these new ideas. The term innovation can refer to both new products and services and new processes. Process innovation encompasses both technological innovations, such as new types of machinery, and organisational innovations (i.e. new ways of organising work) (Edquist et al., 2001). Presentational innovation is also used as a term to describe innovation in areas such as design and marketing. Innovation can be incremental or radical, and can refer to products and processes that are new to the market or just new to the firm. Importantly, businesses in any sector can be innovative, not just high-tech firms. As described above, innovation has been identified as one of the key drivers of economic growth.  
A central finding of innovation literature is that innovation activities in firms depend heavily on external sources (Fagerberg, 2005). Proponents of Innovations Systems theory, for instance, argue that the most dynamic companies work in dense networks of other companies and associated sources of knowledge. This approach posits that innovation rests on different forms of knowledge creation such as the adaptation and combination of existing forms of knowledge. Companies acquire the necessary knowledge for innovation by reaching out into their external environment to a range of sources, including: other companies, including suppliers and competitors; conferences and networking events; journals and trade magazines; universities and research institutes; development agencies; and financial bodies, including accountants. The innovation behaviour of organisations is also shaped by institutions, such as laws, rules, norms and routines. 
Different social, political and institutional conditions can either promote or discourage innovation. Rodriguez-Pose (1999) differentiates between “innovation prone“ and “innovation averse“ regions in the EU context, according to whether they exhibit stronger or weaker than expected economic growth relative to their R&D activity, respectively. While the social conditions capable of encouraging successful regional innovation systems are admittedly heterogenous, he contends that various features tend to characterise innovation averse regions. These include: low total, female and youth economic inactivity; total youth and long-term unemployment; below average proportion of university educated citizens; and industrial decline.  
Generally, approaches to urban deprivation – tending to focus on issues such as income, employment, health, education, urban environment and crime – do not consider innovation capacity as a core component. However, clearly, these factors do impact on the innovation potential of enterprises in deprived areas. For example, lack of skills can impact on the ability of businesses to develop and exploit new ideas and high crime levels in an area can constitute a deterrent to inward investment. Some locations may lack the housing, transport and other infrastructure required to allow the business base to grow. In other areas, barriers may include lack of incubator space, science parks and premises for small and medium-sized enterprises. Lack of access to finance, business-to-business networking opportunities and tailored business support may also constitute barriers to innovation. 

3. Best practices for promoting innovation 
The section below will explore some of the ways in which interventions in LNet partner cities have overcome barriers such as those described above, in order to promote innovation in their regions. Lessons for policy-makers based on these interventions will also be put forward. These case studies are intended to provide inspiration for policy-makers and practitioners, who may, for example, be designing interventions under the new round of Structural Funds. Although the initiatives described below often build on unique local circumstances, various elements of interventions may be transferable to other locations in the EU.  
Finding a positive brand – The Channel Hamburg experience
Like many urban areas across the European Union, the Hamburg-Harburg dockland area suffered from steady industrial decline from the late 1970s onwards. The area had a poor public image, with crime and unemployment rates significantly higher than the Hamburg average. More recently, substantial physical regeneration has helped to attract innovative businesses into the area, helping it to turn its fortunes around. Between 1990 and 1995, a new development plan for a mixed-use area was drawn up and conversions of old industrial properties began in 1992. By 2005, 80 companies were located in the area, employing 4000 members of staff in high-growth sectors, including the innovative airbus industry. 
Finding a positive brand for the area has been particularly important in turning this former ‘no-go’ area into a site that is attractive to innovative new businesses and inward investors. The Hamburg-Harburg area is now marketed as ‘Channel Hamburg’, and its slogan ‘from ship to chip’ reflects both the naval history of the site and its high-tech future. The branding initiative is led by Channel Hamburg e.V., a group of local businesses located at the site, which was formed in 2000. Channel Hamburg e.V. works to promote the area as a prime location for innovative businesses through press and public relations work, giving presentations at trade fairs and conferences and producing brochures, magazines and newsletters. The marketing strategy has successfully built on the area’s exiting mix of old and new economy, its closeness to a technical university, and its unique harbour flair and waterfront character. Knowledge-intensive companies have been attracted to the area, in sectors such as aviation technology and life sciences, ranging from graduate start-up companies and SMEs to large international companies. Significantly, in 2005, Channel Hamburg became the headquarters for all strategic Airbus suppliers. 
The model is grounded in a bottom-up approach. One of the reasons for the success of Channel Hamburg e.V. is that its members represent the target group themselves – local businesses. Resources are therefore spent more effectively on what local companies feel most supports their needs. As Channel Hamburg e.V. does not receive any public funding, the success of its activities has been dependent on the ability and willingness of members to invest time, money and ideas. The fact that the majority of investors have a long term perspective (for example, the largest developer involved in the initiative is a local Hamburg-Harburg construction company) has had a very positive impact on the redevelopment process. Most premises are rented out, rather than sold, meaning that investors are interested in keeping the location attractive to tenants. They are more willing to fund networking events and site marketing activities. 
Although policy-makers cannot force private sector-led regeneration inititiaves, care must be taken to foster bottom-up approaches like Channel Hamburg e.V. where possible. The Hamburg-Harburg local authorities now recognise Channel Hamburg e.V. as a key local actor and actively seek dialogue with it on the regeneration and the marketing of the area. There may also be opportunities for public sector agencies to foster bottom-up initiatives such as this by facilitating networking between businesses. In Hamburg-Harburg, networking activities have forged better communication links between planning departments and enterprises, as well as between entrepreneurs themselves, enabling the identification and communication of local needs and promoting the alignment of objectives and resources.


Facilitating access to markets – The Hidden Art social franchise model
Hidden Art is a London-based inititiative that has identified poor access to markets and supply chains as a particular barrier for innovative designer-maker businesses in the capital. This barrier is even more acute for people living in deprived areas, particularly women and black, Asian and ethnic minority communities. Hidden Art aims to overcome this barrier by providing this target group with direct access to new markets. Under the Hidden Art brand, creative entrepreneurs are given opportunities to promote and sell their work globally (wholesale and retail) and get in touch with potential suppliers, manufacturers, other service providers and consumers. The Hidden Art website, for example, features a Designer-Makers' Directory which showcases its members' work online, as well as providing regular news and interviews and an extensive portal of support information and industry opportunities. In addition, the Hidden Art e-shop, launched in October 2005, sells a wide range of products of its members online. Hidden Art clients also benefit from networking and tailored business support opportunities. Over the past ten years the benefits to innovative designer-makers in London from Hidden Art have been extensive. The initiative has supported over 1500 designer-makers to become sustainable enterprises and over 900 women designer-makers have been supported. 60% of Hidden Art’s clients are women, and 20% are from black, Asian and minority ethnic communities. 
One of the striking features of this model is that it is transferable to other areas through social franchishing. Hidden Art has developed an innovative social franchising approach to roll out the model to other areas, recently setting up a franchise in Cornwall, a region in the south west of the UK. Franchising can bring this tried-and-tested business support model to a wider audience, utilising the valuable lessons already acquired. It enables local networks of businesses and key partners to provide a very similar service at a local level, while benefiting from the national and international network and expertise. Through Hidden Art, a new franchisee is initially contracted to run Hidden Art core services, but thereafter can select additional services depending on the needs of local designer-makers. The core services consist of running a local satellite of the Hidden Art website, a membership scheme with a series of benefits, and regular networking and training sessions. Franchisees also benefit from the national and international network and expertise that Hidden Art offers. 

Not all areas would be able to run a Hidden Art Franchise. A franchise works best if there is a gap in existing business support infrastructure, as well as a well-connected group of local partners to drive the initiative forward. Suitable areas would also require a critical mass of designer-makers, plus the basics of the industry supply chain. Promoting the innovation potential of businesses by enabling them sell their products online under a common brand, while also benefiting from networking and tailored business support opportunities, may also be transferable to other sectors.


Supporting knowledge transfer – MATREND

A key barrier identified by Milan’s MATREND project is the ‘distance’ between businesses and universities, acting as a major barrier to knowledge transfer and innovation. Whereas, universities tend to lack the commercial know-how to transfer their research into marketable products and services, businesses, by contrast, have the commercial expertise, but tend to lack a research base. The MATEREND project, funded by the EU’s Fifth Framework Programme (FP5), was designed to overcome this barrier, promoting technology transfer activities between universities and business in four municipalities that were affected by the industrial crisis of the 1980s. (The area’s last iron-steel factory closed in 1996 and, at this time, the unemployment rate reached 13%.) 
The initial phase of the project involved gathering data about the needs of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). This was essential in helping partners understand how best to facilitate SME access to new technologies. During the second phase of the project, SMEs were given practical assistance to help them get involved in research and development projects with universities. Recruiting suitable SMEs onto this part of the project was vital in ensuring that workable technology transfer partnerships were set up. SMEs were selected according to several criteria: capacity to exploit new technologies commercially; sector – the project focused predominantly on high-tech innovation, selecting SMEs from the hi-tech and science sectors; financial criteria – companies were selected where it was felt that they were economically stable enough to carry on investing in research and development after having received practical assistance through MATREND project; and geographical area – SMEs were selected from particular territorial areas.  

Once SMEs had been selected onto the project, their technological needs were assessed by experts. A profile of each participating company was built up, looking at their market potential, management expertise and future plans for development. Based on this information, SMEs were ‘matched’ with experts from universities and research centres. These experts visited the companies for a period of one or two days, during which time a profitable exchange of ideas took place. These exchanges were intended to provide a basis for ongoing partnerships between businesses and universities. Indeed, in several cases research centres and universities decided to continue to support the companies, helping them in various RTD projects (see below). Throughout the duration of the project, SMEs received ongoing mentoring support from project partners. 

As a result of the MATREND project, nine technology transfer partnerships were developed, six with the support of public funding and three without. Most partnerships were set up in the IT and mechanical engineering sectors, and concerned both product and process innovation. The MATREND project was therefore successful in offering real support to participating enterprises, helping them to understand their technological needs and work out suitable solutions, through the support of research centres and universities.

With sufficient financial resources, the whole project model is transferable to other European regions – both the initial data collection phase and the practical support given to SMEs. In particular, the diagnosis session was especially useful in ensuring that SME needs were fully understood by project partners, and that businesses were approached in terms that were relevant to them. The project could work equally well with SMEs in sectors which are not necessarily high-tech, as long as the business in question have a clear need for innovation, a will to innovate and the capacity for sustaining the innovation process.  A barrier to transferability could be a lack of a critical mass of SMEs and lack of research centres willing to donate time to the project. 


Promoting innovation among university students – the Science Incubator

The Science Incubator, a project managed by the Czech Technical University in Prague, was launched in January 2006, and was set up by the university in partnership with a Swedish company, Ikano s.a. The incubator is situated next to the university buildings in Dejvice, an inner city part of Prague and provides workspace to nine small companies. The project is mainly targeted at graduates, PhD students and university staff who are setting up their own companies. Although not technically disadvantaged, this group does face numerous barriers to innovation, such as a lack of business management expertise.The Science Incubator acts as an intermediary between the R&D and business worlds, providing support to entrepreneurs (often based at the university) in setting up innovative new companies in high-tech sectors. The incubator also works to increase awareness of innovation as a career option among university students, who are taught about the incubator and its benefits in their classes alongside their formal training in science and technology. In addition, marketing materials, such as leaflets, are regularly distributed throughout the university to promote the incubator. 
As well as working to raise the profile of innovation among university students, the incubator provides accessible and affordable workspace to small businesses. One of the major barriers to people intending to start-up their own business in Prague is high rent prices. To tackle this, the incubator offers affordable rents for the resident businesses. Indeed, the first six months of accommodation are free, with the rent increasing every six months thereafter – businesses are first expected to pay 25% of the full rent, then 50%, 75% and, finally, 100%. Entrepreneurs are selected to enter the incubator on the basis of their business plans, while the technological potential of their companies is also considered. Incubator training is delivered mainly via external advisors, who are specialists in areas such as marketing and management. Businesses must leave the premises after three years to make way for other entrepreneurs (this is written into rent contracts). The incubator comprises nine 14m2 offices, equipped for two persons each. Communal facilities include conference, meeting and storage facilities.
This incubation model is transferable – in fact, the incubator replicates a business incubator in Lund, Sweden. The fact that the incubator is located near to the university is a competitive advantage of the Science Incubator, but the opportunity to set up incubation services that are linked to universities may exist in other regions. Locating incubators near universities enables better access of resident businesses to faculty R&D facilities, as well as helping to raise awareness of the incubator among students – resident businesses can act as role models for students, enabling the promotion of an entrepreneurial culture at the university. The intensive marketing and promotion of the incubator service among university students is also transferable. Combining classes in entrepreneurship alongside with students’ more technical/scientific lessons can help to raise awareness of the potential of starting-up a business as a career option.
Potential barriers to the replication of this model could be a lack of suitable premises for the establishment of an incubator near the university and a lack of knowledge among university employees about how to establish and operate an incubator (and/or absence of suitable partners from business sphere). A lack of skilled staff to deliver the training sessions, and lack of interest in starting-up their own businesses among students, could also constitute barriers to transferability. The Science Incubator is supported by the Czech Technical University; residents businesses have access to its R&D facilities (e.g. laboratories) and specialised workplaces (e.g. the CTU Patent Centre). Other incubators may not necessarily have access to such university facilities. 

Building confidence to innovate – Inspiring Innovation
The ‘Inspiring Innovation’ project supported London’s innovative black, Asian and minority ethnic food sector companies to explore their creative potential and expand their businesses. The £100,000 project, part funded by the European Regional Development Fund, provided capacity building, networking and mentoring opportunities to food sector entrepreneurs. All the entrepreneurs participating the in this project were from black, Asian and minority-ethnic (BAME) communities, and the majority were also women. Disproportionately to white-owned businesses, BAME entrepreneurs – particularly women – are more likely to face barriers to innovation. For example, they are more likely to have problems accessing finance, due in part to a perception/expectation that their requests for finance will be turned down. In addition, these groups are less likely to access appropriate training, due to a lack of knowledge about support structures. Many BAME women, in particular, also lack confidence about their ability to innovate.  

The project helps the food sector entrepreneurs to overcome challenges through a series of workshops, diagnostic sessions and mentoring initiatives. ‘Inspiring Innovation’ has run workshops to help BAME entrepreneurs to develop the skills/knowledge they need to expand their businesses, in areas such as business growth, health and safety, sales and marketing, product development, international trade/export, legal/IPR advice and finance. In addition, hour-long diagnostic sessions with expert business advisors help the entrepreneurs to acquire the skills they need for innovation. ‘Inspiring Innovation’ also offers BAME businesses opportunities to talk to established food entrepreneurs/ mentors, giving them role models to aspire to. The project also offers businesses the chance to network and exchange ideas with other food sector businesses. The workshops and mentoring has helped people cement their business plans and understand how to take their ideas forward. Importantly, the programme has given people the confidence to innovate. 

The support offered by the project is tailored to businesses in the food sector. Many of the businesses participating in the programme had already talked to Local Enterprise Agencies (which offer generic business support in London), which were unable to give specialist/technical support about the food sector. Southbank University in London was a key partner in the project, providing technical support to businesses and offering knowledge transfer partnership opportunities through its food research centre. The London Food Centre is one of five regional food technology transfer centres in the UK and offers services to assist small and medium-sized food businesses to expand and increase productivity. 

As the barriers to innovation that BAME people, women and disabled people experience in London are likely to be the same in other cities, the Inspiring Innovation model is largely transferable. Indeed, the types of innovation support provided by the projects – e.g. confidence building, mentoring support and upskilling – would be relevant to any sector; it is important that support is tailored and sector specific, but in theory it does not matter whether support is directed at the hair and beauty sector, the food sector or other sectors.   

The Inspire project was able to fill a specific gap in the market – London has a successful food sector, yet research shows that BME businesses are not sharing in this success, being much less likely to grow/expand their food businesses than white-owned businesses. (Often BME food producers sell their ethnic produce to their own ethnic communities, rather than ‘mainstreaming’ their businesses.) Practitioners looking to implement in other areas this project must look for similar gaps in the market. 

The project was also able to build on a sufficient business base, so as to allow the selection of innovative entrepreneurs onto the programme – London’s food sector is large and has potential to expand further. This business base provided a critical mass of beneficiaries for the project. The project may not be transferable to areas lacking a sufficient business base.  

In addition, the project also had the critical competitive advantage of the partnership with the London Food Centre, which was crucial to this project, both in allowing the provision of high-quality support and in facilitating knowledge transfer partnerships. Lack of partnership with a university or knowledge centre in order to provide technical innovation support could pose a barrier to transferability. 

Problems recruiting people onto the project could also be a challenge for transferability. The Inspiring Innovation project struggled initially to get people on board the programme – in particular, it was difficult to reach hard-to-reach groups – the main target of the projects. In the end, entrepreneurs were recruited onto the project through partners – including the African Caribbean Business Network and the Caribbean Food Emporium. Trade events were also held to recruit people. So, a significant amount of resources should be concentrated on outreach work, marketing and promotional events.


Finance for high-growth businesses – The Creative Business Accelerator
London’s Creative Business Accelerator aimed to raise awareness among creative entrepreneurs of the sources of finance available to them, and how to access it. On offer was a broad range of ‘investment readiness’ support to help innovative creative sector entrepreneurs to develop the financial awareness, business planning and management skills required to access equity and debt finance. The provision consisted of business advice and mentoring, plus a chance for entrepreneurs to present their companies to an audience of creative investors and business angels. 
The support was available to creative businesses identified as ‘high-growth’ – i.e. with the potential to expand considerably through high-level investment and loan finance. The Creative Business Accelerator (CBA) specifically addressed the identified lack of ‘investment readiness’ of most SMEs in the creative industries – i.e. many creative entrepreneurs lack knowledge about how to access finance and lack the business planning, management and presentation skills to ‘sell’ their businesses successfully to potential investors and lenders.

As a first stage in this project, interviews were held with business support providers and creative entrepreneurs to assess the level of demand for this type support in the creative sector. Research revealed that many creative industry businesses in London are potentially ‘high-growth’, but lack awareness about the types of finance available to them to help them to grow. This is especially true of businesses located in deprived areas. Demand for investment readiness support in the creative sector was found to exist. The level of support currently on offer for potentially ‘high-growth’ creative sector business in London was also reviewed. It was found that, although many agencies in London offer support to businesses in the creative sector, there was no dedicated support for ‘high-growth’ businesses, and little knowledge among business support providers about high level finance, such as Business Angels investments. 

Based on this research, the pilot Creative Business Accelerator was developed to fill the identified market gap. It included free awareness-raising workshops for up to 60 entrepreneurs, which covered the following elements: business planning; sources of finance; legal issues; intellectual property rights; how to value a business; a panel session, where entrepreneurs were able to ask questions to an expert panel; and a presentation and delivery session, where each entrepreneur had two minutes to ‘pitch’ their business to the panel. 
Following the workshops, five days of intensive support were provided for around 20 businesses to help them become ‘investment ready’. Firstly, businesses were given the opportunity to pitch to a panel of investors, lenders and finance experts. Their businesses were then scored according to their potential for investment, and areas for improvement were identified. Following this, each business received a package of support, which included both one-to-one mentoring from an investment expert and a series of interactive roundtable sessions. Issues covered included: business planning; marketing; product development support; support with human resource issues; and learning to pitch. At the end of the intensive training, entrepreneurs were given the opportunity to pitch their business to a panel of investors. 

Importantly, the programme was competitive and was only available to creative entrepreneurs who were deemed potentially high growth, according to a number of different criteria, including management expertise and turnover.
The CBA uncovered untapped demand for ‘investment readiness’ training among London’s creative industry sector. It was found that many creative sector enterprises, particularly in the digital media sectors, have the potential to be ‘high-growth’, but lack awareness of what finance exists at the top end of the market to help them to grow. The CBA service was developed to address this market gap. To transfer the model to other locations and sectors, market research should be undertaken as a first stage to ensure sufficient demand for services. 

London Business Angels, which delivered the service, is well-linked into London’s investment community. The agency was therefore able to offer specialist services to businesses in the field of investment readiness, as well as providing opportunities for entrepreneurs to present their business models to a panel of investors. If the project were to be replicated, it would be necessary for the delivery organisation to work closely with the investment community in a similar way.

4. Some conclusions
As discussed above, deprived areas face many barriers to innovation. However, there are also various competitive advantages which deprived areas can build on in order to stimulate innovation and economic development. This approach has been advocated by Michael Porter (1995) in his work on the competitive US inner city. Porter argued that it is necessary to build on the competitive advantages in order to promote prosperity in deprived locations. For example, disadvantaged areas often benefit from a concentration of people, services and activities. This constitutes a key strength in the context of innovation; a concentration of people implies, for instance, the presence of markets which may be currently underserved – such markets can provide key opportunities for innovative entrepreneurs. In addition, deprived areas often benefit from a significant commitment of public resources which can, in turn, be used to boost innovation. Indeed, many of the initiatives described above received public sector investment. 
Richard Florida has argued that diverse areas can attract the ‘creative classes’ that are responsible for innovation, entrepreneurial activity and economic growth. This creative (‘bohemian’) class is attracted to regions with “a mix of high-tech industry, outdoor amenities and attractive architecture”. Florida has developed a number of indicators to measure the ‘creativity’ of cities: the creative class share of the workforce; the proportion of high-tech industry; number of patents per capita (‘innovation’); and, diversity. One of his key arguments is that areas that are diverse are more innovative – using the ’Gay Index’ as a proxy for diversity, he shows that there is a positive statistical correlation in the US between diverse neighbourhoods and areas where there are concentrations of high-tech firms. Across the EU, many deprived areas are typically characterised by high levels of diversity and regional policy-makers may be able to capitalise on this diversity to promote innovation. For example, through London’s Inspiring Innovation project, described above, ethnic minority entrepreneurs in the food sector (who often sell goods to their own ethnic group only) were supported to ‘mainstream’ their products; the project encouraged entrepreneurs to adopt organisational and presentational innovations in order to sell to wider markets and grow their businesses. Similar opportunities to capitalise on diversity may exist in other EU regions.   
All case studies presented above have capitalised in some way on local competitive advantages, such as clusters of businesses or the presence of universities and knowledge sectors. Yet many aspects of the case studies presented may be transferable to other regions in the European Union, which do not necessarily share the same competitive advantages. Under the next round of the Structural Funds (2007-2013), finance will be available under ERDF, for instance, to promote regional cohesion through innovation. The case studies above may provide inspiration to policy makers and practitioners alike on the sort of interventions that may be successful in this field. 

In summary, the European Learning Network would encourage the following sorts of initiatives to tackle barriers to innovation and promote regional cohesion: 

· Ensuring appropriate premises are available for businesses. Business incubation, for example, can increase businesses’ chance of survival at challenging stages of their development 

· Identifying local skills needs, and up-skilling where appropriate. Up-skilling schemes can work to build confidence and provide entrepreneurs with role models  

· Provision of finance, such as community investment finance for businesses which have been turned down by mainstream lenders. ‘Investment readiness’  support – working with entrepreneurs to build confidence, impart knowledge about different types of finance, and help with business planning and pitching skills – is also vital 

· Provision of networking opportunities, which can help businesses to access information and guidance, as well as helping them to build supply chains 

· Knowledge transfer: Helping businesses in deprived areas to build links with universities and research centres

· Improving businesses’ access to market intelligence and helping to build supply chains
If the European Union is to drive forward both economic growth and regional cohesion, policy makers and practitioners must work to promote innovation in their regions. Perhaps one of the competitive advantages offered by EU membership is the opportunity for regions, like those of the Learning Network, to share experiences and promote best practices of the optimum ways to succeed in this area. Policy interventions that have been successful in one EU region may be easily transferable to other areas. By promoting networking among regions, the European Commission can ensure that best practice approaches to promoting regional cohesion through innovation are rolled out.
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Lessons for policy-makers


Positive branding can help turn around the fortunes of deprived urban areas and attract inward investors


Bottom-up approaches work best


Policy-makers can foster bottom-up approaches by seeking dialogue with local businesses and community groups and by promoting networking 





Lessons for policy-makers


Promote access to markets and supply chains for businesses in deprived urban areas, using innovative online approaches 


Sector specific initiatives can ensure that business support is better tailored to the particular needs of the client group


Consider social franchising to transfer innovative business support models to other areas 





Lessons for policy-makers


Public policy initiatives can help to overcome the ’distance’ between businesses and universities


Building a robust profile of SME needs, in order to match them with universities, is an important element of technology transfer initiatives such as this


Initiatives must build on a critical mass of SMEs





Lessons for policy-makers


Raise awareness of innovation as a career option among university students, through combining classes in entrepreneurship alongside more technical/scientific lessons


Locating business incubation facilities in or nearby university campuses means that resident entrepreneurs can act as role models for students 





Lessons for policy-makers


Innovation does not just have to be about high-tech sectors


Policy interventions should build the confidence of disadvantaged entrepreneurs to innovate, through providing them with tailored support, role models and networking opportunities


Sector specific support can ensure that advice is tailored to particular needs; in this project, all support was tailored to the needs of food sector businesses








Lessons for policy-makers


Access to finance approaches for innovative businesses may need to focus on the demand side, raising awareness among businesses of the types of finance on offer and building the capacity of firms to access this finance


Initiatives such as this must be based on rigorous market research – what gaps in support exist for innovative businesses and what are the best ways to overcome these gaps? 
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