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Executive summary 

The current COVID-19 epidemic has demonstrated that public administrations need to speed up their 
digital transformation. The webinar held on 30 April 2020, brought forward ideas and good practices on 
how smart cities can effectively respond to today’s and tomorrow’s challenges. 

While Digital Innovation Hubs (DIHs) have been actively helping SMEs in their digital transformation, in 
the future, DIHs could also serve the public sector, including smart cities and communities. The 
proposed Digital Europe Programme foresees to provide financial support to a selected number of DIHs 
(European DIHs), some of which may also help the transition towards smart cities. The webinar aimed to 
start a discussion on what the possible technological and innovation services DIHs could offer to smart 
cities and communities. 

With over 250 participants from all over Europe the webinar brought together the different 
stakeholders like DIHS, Living Labs, cities and municipalities. The event allowed to share good practices 
on how to help cities develop their digital strategies, establish the foundations of their smart city and 
start developing concrete services.  

The webinar was structured around the following topics: 

¶ The European Commission presented the concept of DIHs, European DIHs and the possible 
funding opportunities in particular under the Digital Europe Programme as well as highlighted 
the particularities that DIHs should consider when aiming to work with public sector 
organisations.  

¶ A number of tools and initiatives where presented. Among those, the European Commission’s 
Intelligent City Challenge which aims to help cities develop a smart and sustainable digital 
strategy.  

¶ DIHs can have an important role on helping to foster the creation of a digital innovation 
ecosystem. In line with the recently published ‘Join, Boost, Sustain Declaration’ for EU cities and 
communities, the next group of presentations provided information about the foundations of 
smart cities; user-centric principles, interoperable urban digital platforms and re-usable, 
modular digital services, such as the European Commission’s CEF Building Blocks.  

¶ During the last part of the webinar, a number of DIHs presented examples of concrete services 
for smart and sustainable cities.  

Understanding the local culture, innovation ecosystem and language, DIHs are well positioned to act as 
multipliers and help test innovative digital technologies, such as Artificial Intelligence, in cities and 
communities scale up smart city solutions or improve the skills of civil servants in municipalities. The 
next webinar is scheduled for 25 May 2020, 14:00-16:00 CET and will focus on "Artificial Intelligence in 
smart cities". 



Event Report: 

The event’s aim was to present what the Digital Innovation Hubs (DIHs) and the European DIHs (EDIHs) 

are, their possible contributions to smart cities and communities with examples, and giving an overview 

the current state of smart cities and communities’ activities in the EU. This was the second webinar 

linked to the DIHs and the public sector since the cancellation of the workshop planned for 18/03/2020 

in Brussels, due to travel restrictions. The first webinar was held on 25/03/2020 with the topic “How can 

DIHs help public administrations in times of COVID-19?”. The results (challenges and existing solutions) 

of that webinar are available here. Furthermore, a third webinar is going to focus on “Artificial 

Intelligence in smart cities” on 25.05.2020.  

“DIHs under the Digital Europe Programme” by Anne-Marie Sassen (DG CONNECT, Unit A2, 

Technologies and Systems for Digitising Industry) 

The concept of Digital Innovation Hubs was launched with the Digitising European Industry strategy in 

2016, with a focus on SMEs (especially the small companies) that typically face more challenges during 

the digital transformation than larger companies. DIHs provide the following services : (i) by providing 

access to technical expertise and experimentation as well as the possibility to “test before invest”; (ii) 

financing advice; (ii) training and skills development as well as (iv) innovation ecosystem and 

networking. DIHs have received financing predominantly under Horizon 2020 and to some extent under 

the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF). DIHs under the next MFF 2021-2027 may be able to 

benefit from the Digital Europe Programme’s funding that will increase the capacities of a selected 

number of hubs to cover activities with a clear European added value, based on networking the hubs 

and promoting transfer of expertise. These so-called European Digital Innovation Hubs (EDIHs) will have 

both local and European functions. EU funding will be made available for hubs that are already (or will 

be) supported by their Member States (or regions), in order to increase the impact of public funding. 

Member States have an essential role in the selection process of the EDIHs; the initial network of EDIHs 

will be established from a list of hubs designated by Member States. DIHs could help local stakeholders 

and the regional economy by allowing companies and public sector organisations experiment with high 

performance computing; AI data pools; cybersecurity solutions; acquire advanced digital skills. They can 

attend training (Train the trainers) and as part of the network, so they can further disseminate this 

knowledge. The DEP aims to also support a Digital Transition Accelerator to facilitate knowledge transfer 

and networking of EDIHs. Although the overall budget is not known yet, Member States are responsible 

for designating their Hubs by September, or early October. An online event will take place for the 

designated DIHs in November 2020. The restricted call for the designated DIHs will be open by the end 

of the year. 

 

For more information please see here where the updated version of the Draft Working 

Document on European Digital Innovation Hubs in the Digital Europe Programme was 

published on 7 May 2020. 

https://fundingbox.com/spaces/dihnet-eu-community-how-can-dihs-help-in-times-of-covid/5e85ab57181e772ad8f9897c
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/european-digital-innovation-hubs-digital-europe-programme-0


 

 

DIHs serving the public sector by Andrea Halmos (DG CONNECT, Unit H5, Smart Mobility and Living) 

DIHs can help public administrations in their digital transformation and make cities and communities 

smarter with the use of digital technologies for the benefit of their inhabitants and businesses. The 

European Commission is focusing on the smart, sustainable and resilient cities, which – with the 

increasing amount of data – become more connected, integrated, cross-sectoral and more predictive. 

The European Innovation Partnership on Smart Cities and Communities (EIP SCC) was established 

through a cooperation between EC services (e.g. DG MOVE and ENER, CONNECT) to support the 

development of a smart cities’ community, allow to discuss specific issues of interest (Action Clusters) 

and prepare consortia for H2020 funding. For instance, Horizon 2020 helped to create and rollout the 

“Humble Lampposts”, which was also able to collect data, some projects helped to establish standards; 

others measured the impacts (e.g. Citykeys). However, the problem remains that the piloted solutions 

were not able to scale up.  

To help scaling up urban digital solutions and to avoid vendor lock-in, representatives of EU cities and 

communities have launched the Join, Boost, Sustain Declaration, which has over 67 signatories already, 

committing cities to implement interoperable solutions (‘Minimal Interoperability Solutions’) that 

respect citizens’ digital rights. Digital Innovation Hubs could act as accelerator of deployment; it is 

recognised as part of the commitments in the declaration related to education and capacity building.  

DIHs can help the cities and communities to become smart(er). They can provide possibilities to test the 

advanced technologies and facilitate solution providers to find business opportunities. DIHs can also 

aggregate demand, support the local innovation ecosystem and the scaling up of successful solutions. 

Smart cities are however, complex organisations to work with; DIHs need to be mindful that cities need 

an overall strategy with roadmaps and planning. While cities are interested in fostering the local 

innovation system (SMEs, Start-ups), DIHs will need to be familiar with the public procurement and 

innovation procurement processes public sector organisations are bound by. The DIHs can provide 



services in those four dimension, which were explained in the previous presentation (Test before invest; 

Skills and training; Support to find investments; and Innovation ecosystem and networking opportunity).  

 

 

Cities and communities can still sign the Join, Boost, Sustain Declaration, which also foresees 

that cities can take advantage of opportunities that can accelerate deployment, such as 

Digital Innovation Hubs. 

 

Intelligent Cities Challenge by Iordana Eleftheriadou, DG GROW 

DG GROW is responsible for the “Internal Market, Industry, Entrepreneurship and SMEs” and it 

developed the programme Intelligent Cities Challenge (ICC, Successor of Digital Cities Challenge). Most 

of the European Union’s population is living in cities and urban areas. The ICC was launched in February 

2020 and targets 100 cities. The targeted cities are not the capitals but medium and small-sized cities. It 

builds on three pillars: intelligent, green and social growth. The COVID-19 crisis has highlighted the 

emphasis on the necessity to tackle the pandemic and its aftermath, but the three pillars remain valid.  

The earlier programme, the Digital Cities Challenge (DCC) saw the participation of 41 cities. One of the 

key learning of the initiative has been that it does not only take the local authorities for cities to become 

intelligent; the best opportunity towards a smart transformation is to have cooperation with other 

organisations and to work in an ecosystem. This ecosystem needs to involve local authority, enterprises, 

SMEs and Start-ups, academia (vocational training), and DIHs. Having the industrial cluster as partners 

can also help achieving the goals more effectively. 

The DCC provided advisory services and support to create a strategy and roadmap based on a shared 

vision of the whole ecosystem.  

ICC is going to involve 100 cities in the programme around five thematic priorities: green economy and 

environment; mobility and urban infrastructure; government services and social connectedness; 

economic growth and skilling; as well as health and safety. ICC will have an important activity around 

open data use and the creation of a marketplace. Within the 2 and a half year-long programme, ICC will 

provide participant cities strategic advisory services to develop and implement their own ecosystems, 

https://www.living-in.eu/declaration
https://www.intelligentcitieschallenge.eu/


vision and strategies for green and smart growth. In addition, there is an opportunity to receive 

additional funding from InvestEU for concrete actions. The ICC also supports interested cities getting 

together and submitting proposals for the Urban Action Initiative. DIHs can be potential partners and 

have great opportunity to increase synergies.  

The deadline for cities’-ecosystems to apply to the Intelligent Cities Challenge is 29 May 2020 

and there is a detailed guide for applicants here . The application should be put forward by 

the local authority but with support from the business and academic community. There are 

also regular webinars with interested cities that explain the process.  

 

 

DIH and Cluster cooperation by Tamás Gyulai, IQ KECSKEMÉT and MIÉNK, Hungary 

The presentation considered the workshop a great opportunity to gain better understanding on the 

work of the DIHs and their role in the regions. DIHs are capable to provide technical services and to work 

with smart cities and the Intelligent Cities Challenge (ICC) framework is excellent opportunity for it. 

IQ KECSKEMÉT – as the leading regional Competence Centre – is following an operational model based 

on the DIH concept with EU support and MIÉNK contributes as industrial cluster for construction sector. 

Having received support from the Smart Factories in the EU13 project, the DIH in Kecskemét is now an 

organic part of the European innovation ecosystem via collaboration in various projects. 

https://www.intelligentcitieschallenge.eu/
https://www.intelligentcitieschallenge.eu/sites/default/files/2020-04/ICC%20Applicant%20Guidelines_20200424.pdf


  
 Source: DIHNET / TNO 

Cooperation beyond the borders is very important and the DIHs have great opportunities to bring open 

innovation from the national level to the European ecosystem. Szombathely is one of the well-known 

example for cooperation with Austrian regions and Szeged intends to follow this example with 

Romanian partner regions. Regional framework for DIH cooperation is great and easily extendable by 

following European recommendations for E-DIH network.  

 

Citizen-centered digital services by Hillen Oost, VNG, Netherlands 

Digital services for Europe is the result of the Digital Transition Partnership under the Urban Agenda for 

the EU. It aims to help cities, municipalities and communities develop their local strategy with a number 

of building blocks that help create an ecosystem for developing and delivering citizen-centered digital 

services. 

Digital Services for Europe is still under development but some results are already available. The diverse 

inputs (e.g. good practices, perspectives, documentation) are moving towards a modular strategy, which 

leads to the Digital Services for Europe Toolkit. This digital toolkit builds on four elements (knowledge, 

insight, applicability and kick-start). The approach is based on the building blocks, which contain a 

number of elements that come with possible actions to take for implementation at multilevel (e.g. EU-, 

national- and/or municipal level). To receive an insight, the digital survey must be filled out and it is 

connected to the building blocks. The survey can indicate the state of development with regard to each 

of the elements of the building blocks e.g. in the city, community. The Dynamic Roadmap Tool, based on 

the outcome of the survey, will then provide a context-specific, strategic roadmap. 

The survey and the roadmap are the most advanced parts of the tool, which can also be complemented 

in future by linking to possible funding and even help in the application phase. The questionnaire to 

assess the technological maturity will be online soon and communicated when it is available at 

https://www.digitalservicesfor.eu (or linked to from there). The team is currently validating the survey 

with a number of municipalities.  

 

The new era of subnational governance, by Olli Bremer, Demos Helsinki, Finland 

https://www.digitalservicesfor.eu/


Demos Helsinki is an international independent think tank, working together with the public sector, 

private sector, academia, and NGOs, specialized in consultancy services with the aim to have sustainable 

urban transformations and societies.  

The COVID-19 crisis leads to a social change, with a need for solid knowledge base, stakeholders’ 

mediation and agility. DIHs have an important role here, since they are at the centre of the innovations.  

The concept of post-covid societies is likely to be based on four pillars: (i) governance needs to put 

people on the top of the priorities; (ii) transportation and mobility need to be ready to provide the 

means since the active outdoor life is going to start at one point; (iii) retrofitting of the built urban 

environment is unavoidable and (iv) digital technologies need to be implemented on a larger scale. 

Digital services are part of our lives, therefore, having some data commons and standards are crucial for 

a sustainable and smart living. DIHs can support to establish these smart and sustainable cities; DIHs can 

and should have a role in them. A new era of a ‘proactive city’ may be approaching, created around an 

ecosystem, building on interoperable solutions and services, whereby locals need to have an active 

participation in governance. 

 

DIH’s- Helping cities progress towards becoming smart / resilient / sustainable by Anys Boukli & 

Amanda Martinez, Digital Partners, Switzerland 

DIHs can help cities’ progress towards becoming smart, resilient and sustainable. They can act as main 

actors who are driving the innovation. Digital strategy is relevant for the cities’ policy and decision-

making. There are three key principals (inclusion, responsibility & transparency, and efficiency), which 

have to be reflected in the priorities, too. Depending on the priorities of the specific city, the Smart City 

Operation Centre analyses various factors that can give an understanding of the city’s position 

compared to others around the world. An example of the Universal Postal Union (UPU) was presented; 

the DIH within this agency could facilitate the development of key technologies, processes, and services 

that posts could use to leverage their networks for collecting data for key public service initiatives such 

as smart cities. DIHs have three main interests (smart cities, public services and government services).  

 

Digital Maturity Assessment by Manuel Seuffert, IMP3rove, Germany 

The IMP3rove European Innovation Management Academy provides support services for Digital 

Innovation Hubs (e.g. advising during project). DIHs and their services can help the public 

administrations in the digital transition towards smart cities, yet, challenges of the DIHs and the 

surrounding ecosystem in the smart city context are extremely heterogeneous.  

IMP3rove can help smart cities assess their digital maturity, using the Digital Innovation Quotient, a 

standardized digitalization assessment, developed jointly with the Enterprise Europe Network as an 

activity in an EU-funded project. IMP3rove can also help DIHs by carrying out dedicated needs-analysis 

for relevant DIHs to better understand their individual support possibilities serving the public sector/ 

smart cities (in Europe) and by offering support services such as skill development and capability 

building via dedicated training.  

The Digital Innovation Quotient Assessment: free of charge and can be accessed via: 

https://www.improve-innovation.eu/our-services/assessments/digital-innovation-quotient/ . 

https://www.improve-innovation.eu/our-services/assessments/digital-innovation-quotient/


 

Urban Digital Platforms, AI and IoT in cities by Martin Brynskov, Open & Agile Smart Cities (OASC) and 

Synchronicity 

Open & Agile Smart Cities (OASC) is a non-profit, international smart city network that has the goal of 

creating and shaping the nascent global smart city data and services market. Smart cities face several 

dilemmas (e.g. lack of trust and lack of scale, the social, economic, and environmental crises, etc.), 

innovation can however, help them be more protected and resilient.  

The recently finished Synchronicity Large Scale Pilot (H2020) aimed at delivering a market, a model for 

standard-based innovation and procurement of IoT- and AI-enabled services across domains. The 

project has successfully validated the Minimal Interoperability Mechanisms (MIMs) through pilots in 21 

cities. 

The question is now how to scale these pilots up. The Join, Boost, Sustain Declaration is a new possibility 

to establish a network, platform where the cities can work on scaling up successful solutions and 

progress with their digital transformation through a European way. The consolidated technical report 

(annex to the Declaration at https://living-in.eu ) is a working document and it contains e.g. concrete but 

focused set of specifications. These specifications and the MIMs Plus could also be useful for DIHs, which 

can serve the basis of cities’ demand-driven digitalisation roadmap, can be easily integrated into 

procurement processes and thus create local stability and independence. The DIHs can help cities and 

communities by raising awareness, facilitating ecosystems locally and nationally, mentoring, building 

capacity, testing and implementing: MIMs could be the heart of the innovation and the DIHs can be 

multiplier.  

 

Digital Infrastructure Building Blocks for smart cities by Joao Rodrigues Frade & Caroline Corneau, DG 

DIGIT 

The European Commission can help to empower the cities. The aim of the European Commission is to 

provide solutions, which are based open standards and prevent vendor lock-in. Among several services, 

the Commission makes available open-source reusable software that both the private and public sector 

can implement. They also support cross-border use, in order to strengthen the Digital Single Market. The 

Building Blocks are ready to use based on EU-wide standards, software can come from the Commission 

but also from other open-source projects or the software vendors. The CEF’s Building Blocks can help 

https://living-in.eu/


the cities reduce cost, as they do not need to develop everything from scratch; the building blocks are 

already being used in several sectors across Europe. These solutions can be used by smart cities and 

DIHs. 

Two examples for the use of CEF’s Building Blocks were presented: 

¶ Finding the most effective treatment for COVID-19 in Valencia, Spain, whereby they used the 

CEF Big Data Test to allow researchers to identify patterns in the medical literature faster by 

using Machine Learning and Natural Language processing.  

¶ Contact-tracing in Italy using aggregated data: CEF’s Context Broker is being used in a severely 

affected municipality in Italy in order to aggregate data from several sources in order to perform 

real-time patient tracking, contagion maps and predictive analyses for covid-19. The Link to the 

Veneto DE4Bios tool is here .  

 

CEF Digital: 

https://ec.europa.eu/cefdigital/wiki/display/CEFDIGITAL  

https://ec.europa.eu/cefdigital/wiki/display/CEFDIGITAL/CEF+Digital+Home  

For more information on the CEF Digital Building Blocks, get in touch: cef-building-

blocks@ec.europa.eu  

 

 

 

CAP Digital by Manuella Portier, France 

https://ec.europa.eu/cefdigital/wiki/display/CEFDIGITAL/2020/04/17/CEF+Context+Broker+helps+turn+data+into+action+plans+to+fight+COVID-19
https://ec.europa.eu/cefdigital/wiki/display/CEFDIGITAL
https://ec.europa.eu/cefdigital/wiki/display/CEFDIGITAL/CEF+Digital+Home
mailto:cef-building-blocks@ec.europa.eu
mailto:cef-building-blocks@ec.europa.eu


CAP Digital is a French Hub for Digital and Ecological Transformation and is the biggest cluster in Europe. 

Its mission is to innovate, accelerate and transform. It provides its members - SMEs, start-ups, academia, 

local authorities, corporates and investors - strategy coaching, including on the digital transformation of 

cities. Relevant project examples of the Hub include: 

¶ AI4Cities: helping cities to reduce greenhouse emissions. Innovators will be funded to develop, 

test and validate innovative prototypes based on AI and other emerging technologies. 

¶ Urban Camps: working groups on six different topics, to jointly co-create a solutions; for 

example on AI-Urban Ecodesign. 

¶ Poc and Go Challenges: an agile, secured and fast programme to prototype innovative solutions. 

They create functional prototypes with the best start-ups in response to a technological or 

usage problem. Concrete use cases include a technological tool to allow citizen consultation on 

urban planning and a decision-support to prevent pollution peaks, improve air quality and 

information to citizens.  

 

Pan-Baltic Smart Energy DIH by Vidmantas Janulevicius, Lithuania 

The vision of Pan-Baltic Smart Energy DIH is to build an ecosystem of independent, CO2 neutral, cost 

efficient electricity, heating & cooling production solutions across urban areas. The smart energy 

ecosystem has three main components (i) renewable energy sources; (ii) advanced technologies and (iii) 

smart energy distribution networks. 

In order to implement renewable energy systems across cities, advanced technologies, as well as the 

smart energy distribution networks are necessary. Both the consumer and the countries will benefit 

implementing smart energy solutions. Using less fossil fuels, Europe will boost its economies, become 

less dependent on foreign supply chains and will have very positive environmental effects. 

There are 3 major enablers in this ecosystem: smart governments, smart municipalities and smart 

businesses (where the DIHs can act as the driver of smart energy programs). Using digital technologies, 

this system can produce a stable, safe, transparent and environmentally neutral electricity network. 

The Vilnius Mayor, Remigijus Šimašius, has delivered the following message as greeting Word Smart City 

initiatives on 30.04.2020: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N-Vs4BiFpUU&feature=youtu.be  

 

AI for SDGs, AIR4S DIH by Javier Valero Criado, Spain 

AIR4S is a Digital Innovation Hub in Artificial Intelligence & Robotics for Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) in Spain, with many connections to the public sector (e.g. City of Madrid). The AIR4S is 

committed to have better data access for the public sector and it is aligning its efforts with the European 

Data Strategy. The UN Sustainable Development Goals (mainly SDG 11: Sustainable cities and 

communities) are important factors for its activities.  

AIR4S provides services for the public sector, by translating their needs into innovative services e.g. on-

demand services for public bodies and cities, based on technology testing and deployment or 

organisation of joint B2G & G2B brokering & networking events. 

Several examples were presented: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N-Vs4BiFpUU&feature=youtu.be


¶ On-demand services: Semantic-based Open Data Portal for the Spanish National Library or 

Services for autonomous navigation and multimodal mobility in Madrid. 

¶ Transport and mobility: Open Data about public transport card validations in the whole region of 

Madrid, as well as schedules from public transport. 

¶ Training services: Specific “Train the trainers” courses for public school teachers 

¶ Project cooperation: AI&R deployment in public administration (H2020 proposal: DT-Transf-02 

Call), AIR4S is collaborating with Madrid Region 

 

Thank you! See you at the next webinar on ‘Artificial Intelligence in smart cities’! 

DIH webinar (25/05/2020, 14:00-16:00 CET) 

WebEx dial-in details: 

Meeting number (access code): 846 032 004 

Meeting password: PmAnCMQy925 (76262679 from phones) 


