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Abstract

This policy brief provides a summary of the approach and outcomes of a European
Parliament Preparatory Action centred on the refinement and implementa tion of the
Research and Innovation Smart Specialisation Strategy (RIS3) in the region of Eastern
Macedonia and Thrace (REMTh). Implemented, mainly during 2015, by the European
Commission (the Joint Research Centre in collaboration with the Directorate Ge neral for
Regional and Urban Policy) and the Managing Authority of the region, this action also

had the explicit aim to draw lessons for other low growth and less developed regions in

Europe.

An essential aspect of the preparatory action was the opportun ity it offered for
stakeholders, the EC and the regional authority to share experiences and build a
common understanding of RIS3 and the challenges to its implementation. This centred

on a series of stakeholder events, critical for the mutual learning proc ess and trust
building among stakeholders. Stakeholders have thus worked together to identify and

exploit research and innovation based opportunities for the region as well as tackling the
challenges to RIS3 implementation.

The various tools developed a nd applied in the REMTh preparatory action can, taken
together, be seen to constitute a toolbox of approaches for RIS3 implementation. This
toolbox and the hands -on approach taken for the implementation of this Preparatory
Action, as well as the flexibili ty to further adapt methodologies to local needs and
context, can generate a wide set of tools and lessons on the implementation of regional
smart specialisation strategies. These can be of benefit both to less developed regions
that have struggled to rest ructure their economy in spite of considerable investments,
and to all regions facing difficulties in implementing RIS3 as a new and largely unknown
governance approach.
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1. Introduction

This policy brief provides a summary of the approach and outcomes of a European
Parliament Preparatory Action centred on the refinement and implementation of the
Research and Innovation Smart Specialisation Strategy ( RIS3) in the region of Eastern
Macedonia and Thrace (REMTh) . Carried out by the European Commission Joint Research
Centre in collaboration with the Directorate General for Regional and Urban Policy

between September 2014 and November 2015, this action also had the explicit aim to
draw lessons for other low growth and less developed regions in Europe

Prior to the launch of the preparatory action, activities ha d already been ongoing in the
region since 2012, aiming to develop and implement a RIS3 strategy (Box 1) based on
examination of both the existing capacities of the region (particularly in terms of
research and research infrastructure, human resources, areas of specialisation, etc.) and
the needs of regional stakehold ers (business, end -users, etc.).

Box 1: The draft RIS3 1 starting point for the preparatory action

The definition of the S3 by the regional Managing Authority between 2012 and 2014
identified broad horizontal priorities and thematic pillars .

Horizontal priorities
9 Upgrade of the institutional capacity of the Regional Innovation System and its constituent parts
9 Upgrade and retention of human capital
9 Targeted supply of knowledge, strengthening of the absorption of knowledge and induction of the
entrepreneurial dynarits
9 Boosting the intensity and quality of intregional and intetregional networking

Thematic Pillars
9 Transformation of the Agr&-ood Sector
9 Supporting the Growth of Emerging Sectors (including tourism, marble, ptabtier products,
pharmaceuticals, electronic/electrical equipment, innovative building materials, energy, environmg
and hybrid technologies

The draft strategy built on a s olid techno -economic assessment of the infrastructure
and private sector demography of the region, as well as a on a clear understanding of

the challenges ahead and reflection on potential policy tools. Efforts made to identify

and interact with stakeholde rs through survey and working groups also provided a
basis for enhanced stakeholder engagement in the RIS3 process.

To complement and reinforc e these prior efforts and to support the refinement and
implemen tation of the RIS3 strategy in the REMTh region, the activities undertaken by
JRC are described below in Section 2. Section 3 examines the main outcomes and
impacts of these activities, while Section 4 outlines the legal, administrative and other

barriers to further RIS3 implementation. This brief concl udes with a discussion of the
way ahead and key lessons emerging for other regions.



2. Key activities

2.1 Mutual learning among stakeholders

An essential aspect of the preparatory action was the opportunity it offered for
stakeholders, the EC and the regional MA to share experiences and build a common
understanding of RIS3 and the challenges to its implementation. A series of following
stakeholder events were organised in the course of the preparatory action. These

represe nted milestones in the mutual learning process and were also critical in building

trust among those stakeholders involved.

1 The exploratory visit of JRC to the region centred on meetings with the regional
Managing Authority (MA) and other key stakeholders of the region , enabling JRC to
become more familiar with the region and the work conducted so far. This event was
thus a critical dialogue on expectations of the preparatory action and the challenges
ahead. It included discussion of the draft RIS3, the met hodology applied in its
elaboration and nature and extent of the involvement of the key stakeholders of the
region.

1 The in-depth Peer Review adapted the approach to peer learning  successfully
employed by the JRC Smart Spe cialisation Platform ,? whereby sel ected regions have
critically review ed eac h ot her 6 ¥ith PéeS 3ceming from regions across
Europe, an in -depth examination of those issues central to the successful
implementation of the RIS3 of Eastern Macedonia and Thrace took place in the region
in April 2015

1 The final events , in Xanthi in October 2015 and in Brussels in November 2015,
gathered together  a range of stakeholders from within the region and beyond , to
reflect on the outcomes of the preparatory action. The Xanthi event served to
reinforce the commitment of the region and its stakeholders to the RIS3 process. The
Brussels event looked ahead at the lessons for other regions.

1 A "Board of Critical Friend s" was created specifically to provide external guidance
on the approach and outcomes of the preparatory action, giving feedback both to JRC
and to the region. It comprised representatives of government, business and
academia from other parts of Europe , wh o had already faced the challenges of
setting up a RIS3 strategy. They also played an important role in transmitting
lessons emerging from the preparatory action to the wider community. In addition
to specifically convened meetings, t he critical friends p  articipated in the Peer -Review
event and the final event of the Preparatory Action in Brussels in November 2015.

2.2 Optimisation of the Entrepreneurial Discovery Process

The process of entrepreneurial discovery is at the very heart of smart specialisat ion (e.g.
Capello 2014, Foray and Rainoldi 2013). It plays a central role in the generation of a

limited set of research and innovation priorities for a regional strategy, clearly placing

the focus and logic of public intervention on supporting the discove ry process among
stakeholders.

In line with this perspective, the establish ment of a sustainable and effective
entrepreneurial discovery process was central to the success of the preparatory action.
Activities have been designed and implemented to catalys e stakeholder engagement in

2 http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/s3 -design -peer -review



the identification and refinement of priority areas, directly feeding the policy process.
More specifically, this centred on the organisation of two sets of workshops:

1 Entrepreneurial Discovery Process (EDP) focus groups 3 i stakeholder

events with a sectoral focus, aimed at generating innovative ideas through the
interaction between business, public and research actors.

1 The Project Development Labs (PDL) i follow -on events aimed at processing
the EDP ideas and moving the m towards implementation, identifying funding
opportunities and concrete action plans for policy.

These activities, described below in further detail, have provided concrete  support to the
r e gi o stakeholders , encouraging and strengthening their engageme nt in and
commitment to the process of entrepreneurial discovery , as well as fostering the

development of concrete collaborative projects

Entrepreneurial Discovery Process Focus Groups

Following initial engage ment with key stakeholders during the explor atory visit to the
region in September 2014, a successful programme of events was implemented to test
and optimise the  EDP in the region. Th is has centred on the organisation, at various
locations around the region, of six EDP focus groups targeted at selected sectors under
the broader RIS3 strategy of the region . These have sought to identify and develop more
specific topic s for future development and eventual funding calls.

Four focus groups were organised under the preparatory action. These focused on the

wine sector ( Drama, November 2014), meat and dairy products ( Komotini, January
2015) , tourism ( Alexandropoulos, February 2015) , and marble and non -metallic minerals

(Drama, May 2015) . The region subsequently applied the methodology for two further
priority areas (chemical and polymer materials; and production of electronic and

electrical equipment) . The common aims of all EDP focus groups were:

1 To bring together relevant stakeholders in the sector, throughout the  value chain to
explore and catalyse the dynamics of the entrepreneurial process of discovery;

1 To increase the understanding for the need to select a limited number of priorities,

and to build trust among stakeholders, including with public authorities;

To examine key criteria to identify and pursue r elevant projects for the region;

To collect ideas for regional innovation that combine regional strengths with

international (emerging) trends;

1 To shape initial partnerships around those ideas, to foster a cult ure of collaboration,
between stakeholders and with public authorities and to increase awareness of the
international context of regional innovation activities; and

1 To refine the focus group approach for its future application to other key sectors of
the r egion, and subsequently for other regions.

=a =4

Preparation of the focus groups generally entailed a desk based analysis of the value

chain of the sectors under consideration, the identification of likely topics for discussion,

together with the identification of relevant regional, national and international
participants. An agenda was prepared, combining plenary and parallel sessions, with
interventions by regional, national, and international experts. The parallel group s were
tasked with exploring and refinin g promising ideas in selected subsectors of the priority

areas.

3 See also Boden, M. etal. (2015).



All events were formally opened by the Governor of the Region, who, together with the
MA and the Regional Council of Innovation and Entrepreneurship was strongly committed
to the process. This strong and sustained political and organisational commitment to the

process was critical to its success. S everal promising ideas  have emerg ed from the focus
groups , as well as linkages between actors and ideas across focus groups. The main
outcomes of th e focus groups have been promptly shared with stakeholders through on-
line publication . The methodological approach to the EDPs has been progressively refined

in view of continued replication and adaptation.

The focus groups ach ieved good visibility in the region, with increasing numbers of
regional stakeholders, including a significant proportion of entrepreneurs attending each
successive event. A questionnaire was sent to the participating experts, with generally
positive respons es. Although some respondents felt that the participation of the private
sector could have been enhanced.

In summary, the EDP focus groups have led to the following impacts:

9 The novel bottom -up way of contributing ideas, forming partnerships, and thus
joi ntly shaping priorities was considered highly valuable by all stakeholders, and
contributed to increased trust.

1 Hundreds of ideas were collected and refined, leading to 55 grouped ideas and
related partnerships.

1 The MA expressed its intention to continue t he EDP process, and stakeholders
expressed interest in the possibility to continue proposing ideas for new business.

1 Network building, not only internationally, but also regionally, has taken place. A
number of regional stakeholders appeared unaware of eac h other's activities, in spite
of their geographical and thematic proximity.

These thematic events were also widely attended by Managing authorities from other

regions in Greece and beyond. T he Greek region of Thessaly has implement ed a similar
process . | nterest in replicat ing the EDP focus group approach has also been expressed
from Bulgaria and the Turkish region of Easter Marmara

Project development labs

The project development labs (PDLs) comprised two consecutive workshop events an on -
line stakehol der consultation. Essentially, these aimed at moving ideas from the EDP

focus groups closer towards implementation. The PDLs were originally conceived to

centre on stakeholder mobilisation, training and participation, although their focus

evolved in the pl anning process to place greater emphasis on more technical reflection

on funding opportunities, with reduced stakeholder engagement. This evolution reflects

the real challenges of aligning the concept of RIS3, the actual dynamics of stakeholder
engagement and the administrative context.

PDL1, held in May 2015, thus represented a first step to translate stakeholder
engagement into policy actions. Bringing together JRC, the Special Managing Authority
representatives of regional and national government , and r epresentatives of  regional
higher -education and research organisations, the event explored exclusively the
administrative dimensions of the EDP ideas. The issues covered included effectiveness,
appropriateness, delivery mechanisms, project selection criter ia, fithess to the national
RIS3, state aid rules and their implications for launching calls. A significant portion of the

discussion was also devoted to clusters, since they were suggested in all four of the



preceding EDP focus groups. A detailed mapping of the delivery instruments envisaged
to be used by the Special Managing Authority provided a bridge between EDP ideas and

the formal policy process in place, assessing how and whether the EDP ideas matched

with the instruments.

PDL1 was followed by an o  n-line stakeholder consultation of the EDP ideas, carried out
via the S3 Platform, and aiming to identify those ideas most appropriate for further
development through analysis of stakeholder interests. In total 134 stakeholders,
including representatives o f 29 companies, participated in the consultation. Highest
levels of interest were in ideas related to tourism (86 stakeholders), followed by wine
(62), dairy & meat (56) and marble (27). Those specific ideas with highest interest from
stakeholders were pri  oritised for further examination in PDL2.

For PDL2, it was envisaged that stakeholders would further examine the more practical
dimensions of taking forward selected ideas , such as training needs, knowledge
management, international positioning of the idea , the role of ICT, and exploration of
various possible funding sources. The presentation at PDL2 of draft calls for tender to be
launched under Thematic Objectives 1 to 3 of the R egional Operational Programme gave
the event further more practical orientation. Feedback and questions from stakeholders
centred on a number of detailed technical issues on call implementation, including the

need for clarity on their compatibility with State Aid rules.

The possibility of financing EDP ideas (or some of their components) from other funding

sources, particularly Horizon2020 , was also explored together with specifically invited
Greek H2020 National Contact Points. Group discussions centred on questions related t o]
H2020 eligibility and selection criteria. As well as improving general familiarity with

H2020, PDL2 outcomes included a series of "project fiches" which served as an input to a

set of case studies (described in below).

The evolution of the  PDL concept , which continued during its very implementation, was
influenced greatly by the ongoing RIS3 approval process and administration, as well as
by the serious political and economic uncertainty of Greece in 2015. The urgency of
short -term issues related to RIS3 administration can eclipse concern for the longer term
sustainable development of the strategy and the engagement of stakeholders.

Nevertheless, the PDL events had a number of positive impacts , including :
1 The further advancement of ideas, as well as stre ngthening the communities around
them.

1 Capacity building among stakeholders for idea development and the use of different
funding sources.

1 Increased coordination between the regional and national levels, through alignment
of national and regional plans, avoiding double funding of similar ideas,

1 The clarification of various technicalities, such as state aid riles, fundability of ideas,
coherence with national strategy,

1 Paving the way for other regions, especially in terms of steps towards concrete
impleme ntation.

2.3 Capacity building

In parallel to the EDP focus group and PDL activity, two dedicated working groups were
established : one centred on issues of human resources mobility and one on the



governance of RIS3 in the region . In both cases, relevant stakeholders, working with
expert moderator s, discussed and formulated plans on how to tackle the challenges at
stake.

The human resources mobility working group  was set up with a view to better
adapting skills to the needs of the smart specialisation concept (e.g. entrepreneurship,
collaboration, creativity) , with a focus on opportunities to enhance human resources and

their mobility . The group comprised stakeholders from the public, private and research
sector s in the region . Their discussions include d an assessment of good practices across
the EU to engage and train academia to work with industry and to adapt skills in support

of RIS3 implementation. The importance of international networking and collaboration as

a way to improve human resources was a Iso emphasised.

The approach of the  working group  (taking inspiration from the "theory of change") 4 was
to agree on a set of short (improved supply and flows of knowledge) and longer term
objectives (improved competitiveness of the region). The group memb ers then worked
together to identify concrete steps towards their achievem ent (Figure 1). A clear action
plan was formulated involving universities and businesses, with distinctions made

between fast wins, and actions for the medium and long term. It was structured around

two main issues:

1. The integration of the regional research and enterprise sectors in global

knowledge networks through improved and increased formal and informal
relationships with high  -ranking research universities and research centres, either by
outward or by inward mobility schemes and through increased co -authored

publications and international collaborations in competitive research projects (e.g.
Horizon2020).

2. The improvement of the linkages between the regional research and
enterpr ise sectors  through intersectoral mobility programmes, spin -offs, or other
tools to align the supply and demand of skills between research and business. These
would have the aim to increase employability, maximise the impact of investment in
research and s upport the development of a knowledge based economy.

4 Theory of Change is a rigorous patrticipatory process where groups and stakeholders in a planning process articulate their
longterm goals and identify the conditions they believe to be necessary for those goals to be met. See, for example:
Leaiw, F.L. (2003)aplin, D.H. and Rasic, M. (201&)dWeiss, C. H. (1995).
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Figure 1: Objectives and their relation to inputs required for mobility in REMTh

Source: Tolias, 2015

The governance working group comprised 16 members, drawn from public, research
and private organisations in the region. Its remit was to consider how best to manage

the sustainable implementation of the RIS3, ensuring the necessary type and degree of
alignment between the technologica | infrastructure of the region and its business needs.

Starting with a review of the existing governance system, participants shared
expectations and concerns, working towards the creation of a common basis of
understanding and subsequent action plan for future activities. T hree distinct governance
levels (strategic, coordination and monitoring, and documentation) were identified, as

were entities operating at each of these levels, including Entrepreneurship and
Innovation Networks  (EINs) for each of the p riority areas (see Figure 2). The action plan
included an implementation roadmap and a list of difficulties anticipated to arise during
implementation together with proposed solutions. The MA of REMTh subsequently
announced that the region's governance str ucture for RIS3 would be implemented in line
with this action plan.



Figure 2: Proposed governance structure for the implementation of RIS3 in
REMTh

Source: Amanatidou, 2015

2.4 Supporting further idea development: internationalisation,
collaboration a nd the role of ICT

It emerged from the EDP process that stakeholders in the research and business sectors
of the region were largely unused to collaboration. They did not, in general, explore

international business opportunities or opportunities offered b y international networks.
As a consequence, a variety of approaches has been used to help exploration of the
opportunities offered by cross -sectoral collaboration and internationalisation.

A dedicated on -line RDI funding guide , including a comprehensive list of different
funding sources available for projects launched in the region at EU, national and regional

levels, has been developed in both English and Greek. This aimed to be a readily
accessible reference point for all stake holders, providing information on the key
characteristics, indicative actions and financial amounts available under relevant funding
schemes at regional, national and European level s. A first public version of this guide

was shared with stakeholders at PDL 2.













































