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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The seventh meeting of the Working Group on Digital Innovation Hubs held in Brussels 

on the 1st of July 2019, was dedicated to (i) discussing elements of the implementation of 

Digital Europe (DEP) with regard to Digital Innovation Hubs (DIHs) and seeking feedback 

from stakeholders on these and (ii) exploring some of the challenges and possible solutions 

for building a strong pan-European DIH network, in particular by connecting them to 

regional and national policies.  

The Commission representatives stressed the key role of DIHs in supporting companies in 

their digital transition and in the diffusion of AI, HPC and cybersecurity capabilities. It 

was also highlighted that European DIHs – DIHs financed under the DEP- are expected to 

reinforce their capacity in an application area using the technologies prioritised in the 

Digital Europe Programme.  

Looking at the role of DIHs in the Digital Europe Programme, key stakeholders presented 

provocative and inspirational speeches, focusing on collaboration, European DIHs, their 

characteristics, what their position in the broader DEP and DIH landscape will be, their 

connection to development of specialised competences in the EU landscape, and the 

challenges that the speakers still see.  

Panel discussions turned to the topic of how to develop a dynamic and supporting 

collaboration within a European DIH network and how to make the collaboration among 

different initiatives (DIHs, IAs, etc) operational. The speakers presented their view from 

the position of innovation actions, the use of Coordination and Support Actions (CSAs) to 

evolve the EU network, the challenges and opportunities for DIHs and regional DIH 

networks, as well as results of the work on business models to support collaboration.   

Following the speech of Jeannette Baljeu on the key role of regions in modernising industry 

and connecting with DIHs, the third thematic area focused on the connection of the regions 

and Member States. The speakers presented their opinion on how a Member State can 
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participate in the EU DIH network, the challenges and opportunities of regional and 

national policies for a DIH, as well as the results of a recent EU survey on DIHs.  

In addition to the speeches and the panel discussion, the public was invited to provide input 

to the Commission during two breakout sessions, addressing in total 12 topics, including 

the characteristics of European DIHs, how to make the network sustainable, aligning and 

connecting the different policies on regional, national and EU level as well as the role of 

other initiatives.  

Beyond this, the DIHNET project launched the DIH Champions Challenge, an annual 

challenge addressed to the Community of DIHs with the objective to identify good-practice 

cases of mature Digital Innovation Hubs, foster future matchmaking opportunities and 

contribute with new information to the DIH catalogue. 
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WELCOME  

The Commission welcomed participants to the 7th meeting of the Working Group meeting 

on Digital Innovation Hubs. The event, co-organised with the DIHNET.EU coordination 

project, brought together over 200 stakeholders from Member States, regions, industry, 

research institutions and universities, Digital Innovation Hubs (DIHs), networks, and 

clusters to discuss on (1) the role of future European Digital Innovation Hubs in the Digital 

Europe Programme and (2) their connection with the regional and national policies. 

The new Digital Europe Programme aims to develop and reinforce EU’s digital capacities 

and infrastructure through five key areas: High Performance Computing, Artificial 

Intelligence (encompassing robotics), Cybersecurity and Trust, Advanced Digital Skills, 

and ensuring the wide use of digital technologies across the economy and society.  

Lucilla Sioli, Director for Artificial Intelligence and Digital Industry in DG CONNECT, 

stressed in her opening speech the important role of DIHs in driving the adoption of digital 

technologies by industry and the public sector in Europe: “I have no doubt that Digital 

Innovation Hubs will remain an important element of the Commission’s policy and will 

have a key role to lay in the diffusion of AI, HPC and cybersecurity capabilities. We would 

also like DIHs to make a choice in favour of trustworthy AI and to promote the ethical 

guidelines for AI. We also count on DIHs to provide some of the advanced digital skills 

needed for making use of these digital technologies. 

Digital Innovation Hubs should reinforce their expertise in certain focus areas, benefitting 

from HPC, AI or cybersecurity, as explained by Max Lemke, Head of Unit, Technologies 

and Systems for Digitising Industry, in his keynote presentation: “Over time, Digital 

innovation Hubs should develop specialisation in some application areas that need one of 

the key digital technologies foreseen in Digital Europe.” 

 

In Digital Europe, Member States will be expected to co-invest and participate in the 

selection process of DIHs funded under the programme. Max Lemke emphasised the 

importance of collaboration at a regional and European level “Member States should work 

with their regions to see what kind of hubs would make sense for their economy.”, and the 

cross-border collaboration of DIHs for a successful implementation of the programme. 

Ruud Baartmans from TNO, representing the DIHNET project, explained the role of the 

coordination action on exploring possible approaches to European collaboration between 

DIHs by strengthening the European DIH network. The DIHNET project aims to create a 

sustainable pan-European network of networks that helps improve the competitiveness of 

the European industry. 

 
SESSION 1 – THE DIGITAL EUROPE PROGRAMME AND EU DIHs 

The topic of the first introductory session was the role of DIHs under the proposed Digital 

Europe Programme. The speakers presented their views, with focus to the position of the 

EU DIHs their characteristics and position in the European network.  

Pierre-Damien Berger, from MINALOGIC, presented what the characteristics of EU DIHs 

could be. It was discussed that DIHs often face the challenge of supporting both 1) 

http://www.dihnet.eu/
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-18-4043_en.htm
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traditional SMEs which need support to initiate and enhance their digital transformation  

and 2) tech SMEs and start-ups which often need specific/unique technologies and 

expertise that can be found via inter-DIH collaborations. In conclusion, key characteristics 

according to the presenter were: proximity, simplicity, generalist-digital local support, 

while ensuring simple and user-friendly catalogue of offers.  

Looking at the DIH landscape and the position of EU DIHs, Tereza Samanova from 

CzechInno raised questions on whether the decision to choose 1 DIH per region is the right 

approach or whether specialization can be considered. Looking at other characteristics, Ms 

Samanova also highlighted that bigger DIHs are not always the most efficient and that 

SMEs sometimes need more than R&D services, therefore requiring different profiles.  

Danilo D’Elia from ECSO presented the specialization of DIHs from the perspective of 

cybersecurity. Inter-regional cooperation was highlighted as a game-changer in structuring 

the European cyber security landscape, providing stakeholders with the needed support 

and possibilities for focused investments. Some of the challenges mentioned were the 

establishment of synergies among the different funding programmes, linking specialised 

and non-specialised ecosystems and accelerating the commercialization of EU solutions.  

 

BREAKOUT SESSION 1 

Introduction by the moderator, Begoña Sanchez, Tecnalia  

The DIHNET.EU partner Begoña Sanchez  from Tecnalia, reported on the feedback 

gathered from DIHNET’s Working Group “Funding and Finance” discussion at the 

DIHNET Community Platform. The “Funding and Finance” focuses on exploring new 

funding sources to establish cooperation among DIHs and to facilitate the uptake of digital 

innovations by SMEs. 

Begoña also explained to the participants the approach to the breakout sessions. In each of 

the breakout sessions, attendees could contribute to one or more of the six topics brought 

forward. The topics of the first breakout gave attention to DIHs under the Digital Europe 

Programme, while the second breakout addressed the connection to regional and national 

policies.  

 

Reporting on breakout session 1 

The topics for discussion and main conclusions of the first breakout session were: 

1. Criteria and characteristics for the selection of EU DIHs 

 

Rapporteur: Cristina Gallardo, Fundecyt-Pctex 

 

a. Proximity with SMEs and their needs.  

b. Experience, track record in providing services to SMEs.  

c. Connection with the ecosystem at national & regional level.  

d. Impact, socio economic and environmental.  

e. Experience of track record of the organisation which are part of the DIH.  

f. How to monitor quality? KPIs needed.  

 

 

 

https://dihnet-community-1.fundingbox.com/
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2. The role and activities for EU DIHs 

 

Rapporteur: Pierre-Damien Berger, Minalogic 

 

a. Raise awareness about the importance of Digital transformation (events, 

networking, education- specially in relation to technological requests). 

b. Access to infrastructures. 

c. Share data, Best Practices, European experts.  

d. Exchange of use cases (technical/non- technical solutions).  

e. Source of income for collaboration with other DIHs (cross-border).  

f. Train the trainers.  

 

3. EU DIHs as spider in the regions. Challenges in linking the regions to EU 

 

Rapporteur: Christian Blobner, Fraunhofer-Institute for Factory Operation and 

Automation IFF 

 

a. DIH with background in technologies. Thematic/technology background necessary 

to provide services.  

b. Contact with industrial associations/chambers, etc. Sectorial organisations (Serve 

as multipliers; Serve as filters to identify the relevant companies; Speak the same 

language as companies; sustainability).  

c. Advising regional government on skills that need to be supported. Fill the gap of 

regional skill shortages (work with universities).  

d. Serving the skill shortage in regions (Awareness raising, realistic assessment -from 

fantasy to reality).  

 

4. The EU DIHs as linking pin to the other DEP pillars 

 

Rapporteur: Anne-Marie Sassen, European Commission 

 

a. Need to see what is going on in the other DEP pillars (Portal with repository of 

usable results with use cases. Put effort on a trainer’s network).  

b. Results of other projects should be user friendly.  

c. DIH should also link to regional relevant projects or partners outside the region.  

 

5. Linking and synergies of DEP with other initiatives and funding 

 

Rapporteur: Géraud Guilloud, Luxinno 

 

a. Cluster vs DIH strategies (as company aggregators, good way to connect with 

SMEs).  

b. S3 strategies should somehow link to DEP.  

c. Towards industries & awareness, adopt specific programmes. 
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6. How to make the EU DIH network sustainable? 

 

Rapporteur: Mátyás Lazáry, Pannon Business Network Association 

 

a. DIHs need to bear complementary activities. 

b. Handle competing DIHs (competitions for financing, for SMEs).  

c. Establish trust between DIHs.  

d. Coordinated approach towards external partners (communication).  

e. To become together stronger. Cross-border collaboration.  

 

The presentation slides of the Breakout 1 results are available at: 

https://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/dae/document.cfm?doc_id=60803 

 

PANEL DISCUSSION – THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE EUROPEAN DIH 

NETWORK: MAKING COLLABORATIONS BETWEEN DIHs OPERATIONAL 

The panel discussion focused on how to develop dynamic and supporting collaboration 

within a European DIH network and how to make the collaboration among different 

initiatives (DIHs, IAs, etc) operational.  

Ali Muhammad from VTT presented the DIH² project and the network of 26 DIHs aiming 

to develop a pan-EU network of robotics DIHs for agile production. The project aims to 

reduce the costs of advanced robotics solutions by 50% and spark incremental and 

disruptive innovations in SMEs and Mid-caps. The project is launching 2 open calls in 

2019 and 2021. 

Discussing the opportunities and threats for the DIH network, Gregorio Ameyugo from 

DIGIHALL, stressed the importance of building local initiatives and providing local help 

and only when needed bringing support/expertise from other DIHs.  It was emphasised that 

large companies have a key role in the ecosystem and should not be ignored and that a 

threat for a DIH network is the potential complexity. 

Giovanna Galasso from the AI-DIH Network project, explained that based on their analysis 

DIHs, need to access more easily infrastructure as well as skills and competences and that 

they would like to share advanced services and support as well as specialized excellence. 

Based on a mapping of services provided by the DIHs, Giovanna posed the question of 

assessing the extent to which DIHs are prepared to share strategic information to cooperate.  

Haydn Thompson from Smart4Europe presented his views on how to improve the use of 

Coordination and Support Actions (CSAs) to evolve the EU network. Taking the 

perspective of the SMEs which need a simple interface, it was stressed that CSAs can and 

should provide this one stop shopping center role but that linking all DIHs at present 

creates a challenge by itself and requires long-term support. To respond to these challenges 

the CSAs need to be longer-term projects with flexible annual plans and possibly more 

funding to reach out to the wider network currently in place (200+ DIHs). 

Following the presentations, the audience discussed the importance of connecting the 

Digital Europe Programme with other existing policies to ensure synergies and clarity. 

Further it was again mentioned that DIHs should also build on and/or consider already 

existing initiatives (e.g. clusters) in order to ensure that such initiatives complement each 

other rather than compete.   

https://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/dae/document.cfm?doc_id=60803
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SESSION 2 – CONNECTION TO REGIONAL AND NATIONAL POLICIES  

Keynote by Jeannette Baljeu, Province of South Holland, Committee of the Regions  

The afternoon session focused on the connection to regional and national policies. 

Jeannette Baljeu, Member of the Council of the Province of South Holland, Committee of 

the Regions, was clear on the importance of the role of the regions in the pan-European 

collaboration on digitisation: “Regions can play a crucial role in modernising industry in 

the EU, not only through a place-based approach, but through inter-regional cooperation. 

Regions are also key in setting up, financing and being connectors in the ecosystem. 

Therefore, regions should show more leadership in pursuing the digital transformation of 

their industry. As such, regions would like to help in the selection of Digital Innovation 

Hubs for Digital Europe.” 

 

Panel Discussion - Connection to regional and national policies 

Following the keynote session by Jeannette Baljeu, a group of panellists shared their view 

on the connection to regional and national policies.  

Gintaras Vilda, Vice Minister of Economy and Innovation of the Republic of Lithuania 

started the discussions by presenting on the connection to regional and national policies 

from the perspective of Lithuania. After an introduction of the network on DIHs in 

Lithuania, Mr Vilda elaborated on his views on sharing competences between European 

DIHs as well as the some national initiatives that form a financial package of regional 

(national) eDIH services.  

Daniel Sáez Domingo, from ITI (Instituto Tecnológico de Informática) and also 

participating in BDVA (Big Data Value Association), then presented his insights into the 

challenges and opportunities of regional and national policies for a DIH, focusing on three 

main points: 1) leading the innovation in the region, 2) supporting the collaboration and 

inclusion of stakeholders, and 3) impact.   

Putting DIHs into Regional Context, Gabriel Rissola from the JRC presented conclusions 

form a recent EU survey. The survey was conducted among DIH managers as well as 

policy managers.  Mr Rissola focused on ten major conclusions related to various aspects 

of DIHs (from characteristics and maturity of customer segments for DIHs to ecosystem 

players and capacities). It was also recommended to ‘formulate policy based on the type 

of problems being addressed with technologies instead of the technologies as such, e.g. by 

leveraging RIS3 priorities in order to identify tangible problems to address’.  

 

BREAKOUT SESSION 2 

Introduction by the moderator, Mayte Carracedo, Funding Box 

Mayte Carracedo from Funding Box and member of DIHNET project consortium, reported 

on the answers to the questions launched at the DIHNET Community platform for the 

Working Group “Connection with policies and strategies”.  This working group focuses 

on exploring the challenges and actions needed to ensure alignment and coherence of DIHs 

to the regional, national and EU policies and strategies to digitalise industry, especially to 

Smart Specialisation. 



8 

Currently there is a lack of alignment among regional, national and EU policies. Policy 

alignment of the different DIHs and networks should be ensured taking into consideration 

main regional related Strategies (e.g. Smart Specialisation, Digitisation, Industry 4.0, 

Smart Industry, etc.). Moreover, the different “evolutionary stages” of companies and 

industries related to the digitalisation of industry adds an additional challenge to work on 

a coordinated approach. Some of the proposed point for discussion that could be put in 

place to tackle this lack of alignment during breakout session 2 were: 

 Identifying complementarities in needs and agendas. 

 Identifying tools for exchanging information and assessing performance. 

 Creating a learning mechanism between the initiatives, and common resources to 

be used. 

 Finding funding schemes to facilitate the implementation of national, regional and 

interregional policies. 

 

Reporting on breakout session 2 

The topics for discussion and main conclusions of the second breakout session were: 

7. Challenges in funding and finance 

 

Rapporteur: Emilija Stojmenova, DIH Slovenia 

 

a. In case of membership fee, the challenge is to keep the interest of the SMEs that 

have already received support and engagement of those that are paying but have 

no results yet, but also the competition with other organisations supporting SMEs 

that have membership fees as well. 

b. Operational costs of the DIHs are not currently covered in many countries. A 

good example of a Belgian DIH was presented, the government doubles the 

amount of the fees paid by the SMEs up to 300.000€). 

c. Access to funds for international collaboration, currently the main mechanism is 

H2020. 

d. Most of the participants pointed out the lack of national funds available to support 

DIHs and the need to clarify the state aid rules to facilitate the access to national 

and regional funds. 

e. Vouchers to SMEs to access services at the DIHs have been pointed out as one 

possible solution. 

 

8. Smart Specialisation Strategies: opportunities and challenges for DIHs 

 

Rapporteur: Gabriel Rissola, JRC 

 

g. The use of regional funds should not only support DIH infrastructure but be 

closer to the market and stimulate the demand of DIH services e.g. through 

innovations vouchers. 

h. DIHs activities should be aligned with S3· and Regions’ strategic goals, as this 

benefits all parties. 

i. Some of the challenges of DIHs related to the S3 is that S3 is not always inclusive 

enough (so DIHs could not be part of its participatory decision-making, known as 

"entrepreneurial discovery process")  and is not always focused on SMEs 

digitisation needs. 
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9. Aligning national and regional policies  

 

Rapporteur: Annita Kalpaka, JRC 

e. More alignment is needed between regional/national/EU policies and initiatives 

(different degrees of alignment depending on the country) and this concerns not 

only the funding instruments (ERDF, H2020, …) but also Operational 

programmes (national/regional),  EU programmes (i.e. INNOSUP, INTEREG 

etc) and other initiatives. 

f. DIHs competences and priorities are not fully aligned with Smart specialisation 

Strategies (RIS3) in regions. This should be better designed in the future in view 

of the post 2020 programming period and the new Digital Europe Programme. 

g. It is not clear who the funding sources for DIHs will be in the future. It would be 

more straightforward if DEP would finance highly specialised DIHs (AI, Cyber, 

HPC) while ERDF would finance DIHs with advanced but more related to actual 

regional needs technical competencies. 

h. Participants wondered how discussion at Member States level on the selection of 

EU DIHs will consider and cover regional requirements. 

 

10. The role of other networks, clusters, and associations for EU-wide collaboration  

 

Rapporteur: Peter Statev, ICT Cluster Bulgaria 

a. It is important that the collaboration with other established entities supporting 

technology adoption in SMEs is supported and continued. Examples of entities 

with a lot of experience are for example the Science and Technology Parks. The 

structures for such collaboration among all relevant entities need to be clear.    . 

b. Clusters and DIHs should perhaps merge and become a DIH.  

c. DIHs should include clusters keeping them in the lead of specificity; 

d. DIHs should take advantage of the different services provided by the different 

organisations that are working for years with SMEs. 

 

11. Creating sustainable interregional collaboration 

 

Rapporteur: Tereza Samanová, CzechInno Association 

 

a. Look for common interest to set up a long-lasting interregional collaboration, the 

collaboration should be win -win for the involved parties. 

b. Build on the existing PPPs, innovation actions and partnerships that have worked 

well for years and leverage on their activities. 

c. Build trust and add value to your partners. 

d. Put the focus on customer’s support. 

e. Constant mapping of the situation. 
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12. Business models and sustainability  

 

Rapporteur: Manuel Paris, Vanguard Initiative 

a. Business models should be based on a mix of funding including public funding, 

fee for services, sponsors & members fees. 

b. Business models should be driven by the needs of the local companies. 

c. Business Models must not be built on selling technologies but on experimentation 

and building capacities for change management. 

 

The presentation slides of the Breakout 2 results are available at: 

https://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/dae/document.cfm?doc_id=60804 

 

 

ANNOUNCEMENT – THE DIH CHAMPIONS CHALLENGE 

Begoña Sánchez announced the launch of the DIHNET DIH Champions Challenge. This 

is an annual challenge addressed to the Community of DIHs with the objective to identify 

good-practice cases of mature Digital Innovation Hubs, to foster future matchmaking 

opportunities and to receive new information for the DIH catalogue. The call for 

participation opened on the 10th of July 2019, will close on the 15th of September 2019, 

and the winners of the two categories will be announced in Madrid at the Stakeholder 

Forum 13th-15th November 2019. 

DIHNET Champions Challenge aims to give visibility to mature hubs and thereby serve 

as an inspiration for other DIHs. The challenge is addressed to DIHs from the H2020 

associated countries that are part of the Catalogue as Fully Operational DIHs. 

The Categories to assess the DIH Maturity for the 2019 Challenge are: 

 Services offered by the DIH to support the digitalisation of SMEs related to 

ecosystem building, financing, testing, digital Skills development. 

 Collaboration Strategy leading to a number of cross-border technology transfer 

opportunities or joint investments due to structured and sustainable collaboration, 

including mechanisms such as (business models, impact KPIs, Funding 

mechanisms) and alignment with S3 priorities. 

The Champions DIHs will benefit, among others, from: 

 Widespread visibility on the DIHNET.EU website and community platform. 

 Visibility, attendance and awarding at World Class Events. 

 Networking opportunities and the ability to connect with and contact potential 

partners, stakeholders, investors, member states, regions, etc. 

 Specific guidance and follow up on the topics treated within DIHNET.EU project 

(business models, pan European collaboration, etc.). 

 Benefit from exhibition areas, such as in the next Stakeholder Forum in November 

2019, in Madrid. 

https://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/dae/document.cfm?doc_id=60804
https://dihnet.eu/2019/07/launch-of-the-dihs-champions-challenge/
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Applications should address technologies related to digitalisation in line with the Digitising 

European Industrial (DEI) strategy, launched by the European Commission (EC) in April 

2016 as part of the Digital Single Market (DSM) Strategy and the Coordinated Plan on 

Artificial Intelligence. DEI aims to reinforce the EU's competitiveness in digital 

technologies and to ensure that every business in Europe - whichever the sector, wherever 

the location, whatever the size - can draw the full benefits from digital innovation.  Under 

the DEI initiative, DIHs are seen as “the tool”, a one-stop-shop, to support industry in their 

digital transformation with knowledge, services and access to technology, testing facilities 

and different technological and business solutions. 

For more information, visit https://dihnet.eu/2019/07/launch-of-the-dihs-champions-

challenge 

 

 

PRESENTATION ON UPCOMING CALLS IN H2020 

Before closing the workshop, Anne-Marie Sassen - Deputy head of Unit, Technologies and 

Systems for Digitising Industry from DG CONNECT- presented next steps and the 

upcoming calls in the H2020 programme. Mrs Sassen also provided an overview of key 

upcoming events in 2019 related to DIHs.  

  

https://dihnet.eu/2019/07/launch-of-the-dihs-champions-challenge
https://dihnet.eu/2019/07/launch-of-the-dihs-champions-challenge
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CONCLUSIONS 

The seventh meeting of the Working group of DIHs closed with the announcement of the 

upcoming calls in H2020 by Anne-Marie Sassen, Deputy Head of Unit, Technologies and 

Systems for Digitising Industry, DG CONNECT; and the conclusions and remarks by 

Andrea Halmos, Policy Officer, Technologies and Systems for Digitising Industry, DG 

CONNECT. 

The workshop embraced a participatory approach, with short, well-focused statements on 

specific issues; followed by breakout sessions, going into the details of each topic. This 

format allowed for more open and in-depth discussions, which can continue in the 

DIHNET community’s working groups. In order to keep the momentum, the plan is to 

organise a next workshop following a same approach, when comments collected from the 

7th DIH workshop, from the working group discussions as well as the forthcoming public 

consultation on the Digital Europe’s Strategic Orientation can be further discussed. Please 

follow our news to be informed of the date of the 8th DIH workshop. 

All the speakers’ presentations are available on the following event website: 

https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/presentations-seventh-meeting-

working-group-digital-innovation-hubs 

Event pictures can be seen here: 

https://www.eu-robotics.net/sparc/newsroom/galleries/picture-gallery-7th-meeting-

dih.html 

 

 

https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/presentations-seventh-meeting-working-group-digital-innovation-hubs
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/presentations-seventh-meeting-working-group-digital-innovation-hubs
https://www.eu-robotics.net/sparc/newsroom/galleries/picture-gallery-7th-meeting-dih.html
https://www.eu-robotics.net/sparc/newsroom/galleries/picture-gallery-7th-meeting-dih.html

