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Welcome and introduction

The meeting was opened by Jiri Blazek, who welcomed participants to Prague.  Adrian Healy then set out the aims and objectives of the day, namely to share knowledge on the challenges and opportunities offered by smart specialisation for regions with less developed research and innovation systems (LDRIS); to learn more on this issue through the sharing of knowledge derived from within SmartSpec and from external participants, and to develop new understandings through the critical review and combination of this knowledge.  

The Seminar was a rich and rewarding discussion with a range of key contributions.  The following note can only capture the broad elements of the debate, the full richness will be reflected in the final outputs of the various Work Packages of the SmartSpec project.

Defining LDRIS

Michaela Trippl led the first session of the day, examining existing conceptual and empirical approaches to identifying what constitutes a LDRIS. Three principle conceptual approaches were discussed:
· Those focused on notions of system failure
· Those focused on the prevalent knowledge base, 
· Those focused on notions of Related Variety and path development

There was a strong discussion of the merits and challenges of the various approaches, with a consensus that it was important to consider how systems shape the nature of path development.  This emphasises a more dynamic (and transformational) understanding of the nature of LDRIS.  

It was also agreed that existing measures of what constitutes a more or less developed system overstates the role of science, technology, research and analytical knowledge bases.  This is epitomised by the indicator selection underpinning the EU's Innovation Scoreboard and the OECDs work in this area.

A key characteristic of LDRIS may be found in the notion of institutional thinness, but it was stressed that this relates to the quality of institutions (formal and informal) rather than being simply a measure of quantity. 

The more nuanced view of LDRIS has major implications for policy.  Whilst the fact that LDRISs may take many forms, policy (it was argued) still takes a one-size-fits-all approach, and is problematically predicated on seeking to raise all regions to a perceived ideal standard (given by the most advanced regions). 

The role of economic structure

The significance of the dynamic perspective was reinforced by Jiri Blazek.  He highlighted the undervalued significance of the position of firms in Global Value or Production Chains (GPCs/GVCs).  Firms are at risk of downgrading their position for passive, active or strategic reasons.  This risk, it is argued, is accentuated in regions with LDRISs.  In contrast, regions with LDRISs should support the upgrading of firms in the value chain.  This could take different forms including:
· Seeking to replace higher tier suppliers (the worst option)
· Seeking to attract higher tier suppliers
· Promoting the voluntary transfer of higher functions by higher-tier firms
· Developing new markets (where firms would occupy higher-tier spaces)

Downgrading can make sense for the firm but it is at the risk of longer-term success (as it locks in weaknesses) and is sub-optimal for the region.  Jiri illustrated the challenge with examples from the Czech Republic and also noted how a compartmentalised firm landscape tended to limit the extent of related variety in post-socialist states, neatly linking to points made by Michaela Trippl regarding path development and the challenges of the RV approach.  The RV approach is, it was agreed, useful for analytical purposes, but is problematic to operationalise as a policy objective/approach.  

A Norwegian Insight

Arne Ikasen provided an insightful perspective on some of the lessons that can be derived from Norway, which tends to have well-developed research and innovation system at the national level (which feeds through into a range of territorially focused initiatives) but much less developed regional systems, as illustrated by the case of Lister.  This example provided a highly valuable illustration of the dominance of path extension models in an institutionally thin region. A key lesson was the significance of the multi-level governance approach, particularly the role that can be played by the national level to overcome regional thinness.  

EU approaches to widening access to research policies

John Goddard provided a strong critique on current proposals for widening access to EU research programmes.  Based on his experience as a Chair and member of various expert panels John highlighted the linear science-led thinking that epitomises these approaches and the challenges that this presents to promoting the development of research and innovation capacity in regions with LDRISs.  In doing so he outlined how DG RTD has identified Member States which are classed as research excellent and those that are not.  He then highlighted the rising importance of more inclusive approaches to scientific research, particularly the role of the programme for Science in Society and the role of Responsible Research and Innovation. 

John's argument that universities in regions with LDRISs are very poorly placed to respond to the challenges presented by the widening access agenda (and so the policy may not succeed as it stands), led to a discussion of the implications of this for the assertion in the RIS3 Guide that Universities should play a lead role in the S3 process. 

A Polish Perspective

The challenge of developing an S3 approach in regions with LDRISs was set out by Klaudia  Peszat, who explained the approach in Poland.  Here a national approach is complemented by 16 regional strategies.  Whilst at the national level the RIS3 has lower visibility (supporting the Enterprise Development Programme) at a regional level these strategies are more visible and may have a greater significance as they form part of the wider Regional Development Strategy for each region).  

The case of Poland also provides a valuable insight into some of the practical challenges of the process of identifying 'specialisations' including seemingly arbitrary boundaries between what may be eligible or not (wood and furniture only includes wooden furniture) and the similarities across regions.  However, in practice it appears that regions have adopted an informed approach to the identification of priority domains and that these are, broadly, regionally differentiated. 

Equally, Poland provides an example of some of the tensions that are beginning to arise -  with regions wanting to include human capital in their S3 approach but, reportedly, being prevented by the European Commission, and a tension between pressures to secure strong compliance (through meeting drawdown targets) and the fear that TO1 expenditures will have a lower level of 'efficiency' than other measures.

General Discussion 

It was concluded that the Seminar has enabled the group to advance in the aim of elaborating the LDRIS concept, this may include regions with insitutional thickness.  One size does not fit all.  But policy thinking is still driven by a linear STI-focused model.  It was agreed that we need to move to an understanding that innovation is the key driver, not R&D. 

The significance of governance and leadership for the RIS3 process cannot be overstated. We must also recognise the importance of external influences.  External knowledge plays a particularly significant role in Central and Eastern European States.  FDI cultures vary - some are more conducive to shared development and the transfer of value chain functions (upgrading) than others. 

Contemporary discourses play a significant role in shaping content - often the 'fashionable' terms are included even if they are poorly understood. The role of consultants in shaping strategies can also be highlighted.

There is also a crucial (and powerful) discourse in post-socialist states which holds that the public sector is to minimised and that private sector solutions are to be preferred, even if these may be sub-optimal.  This legacy of history should not be understated.

Within many regions with LDRISs the emphasis is actually on job creation and relatively simple approaches to attract investment - such association of advanced infrastructure/premises.  Encouragement for more holistic strategies is required. 

On the whole ROPs tend to include a (highly) limited number of relatively narrow policies.  These are also subject to rapid churn and often applied in isolation.  More nuanced and sustained approaches are needed, which may be sequential and involve an accretion of learning over time (which highlights the challenge of weak monitoring and evaluation cultures in many regions with LFRIS).  This suggests a need to adjust processes as well as instruments (and reinforces the significance of governance).  Whilst policies change quickly institutions change slowly. 

The RIS3 a guide illustrates the challenges of seeking to inform the development of complex approaches across a wide range of territories.  The risk is that a few rigid parameters become emphasised as a means to ensure the application of conditions for ex ante conditionalities.

Whilst none of the above are necessarily unique to regions with LFRIS it was felt that these issues were heightened in such regions, particularly as they often lacked the institutions (formal or informal) which might have the capacity to compensate for weaknesses in any one part of the regional innovation system.
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A participant list is appended.
James Wilson was unable to attend owing to a sudden family circumstance.

