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Smart specialisation and EU cohesion policy
For the current programming period, Member States and regions are, for the first time, required to
develop research and innovation strategies for smart specialisation (RIS3). An own-initiative report
tabled for plenary makes recommendations for advancing the implementation of this novel strategic
approach, which provides a path for innovation-driven economic transformation and development.

Background
Cohesion policy, which aims to reduce disparities between EU regions in order to achieve balanced economic,
social and territorial development, is the Union's main investment policy, accounting for more than a third of
the EU’s total budget. The reforms adopted for the 2014-2020 period, designed to maximise its impact on
growth and jobs, include the introduction of ex-ante conditionalities, i.e. conditions to be met before funds
can be channelled, to ensure more effective EU investments. The existence of a smart specialisation strategy
is one such condition for support from the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF, one of three funds
financing cohesion policy) in the area of research and innovation. Over €40 billion is available to this end.
Differentiation and concentration of resources on a limited number of priorities are essential features of the
RIS3 approach. Priorities are set on the basis of an inclusive entrepreneurial discovery process, underpinned
by evidence and strategic intelligence about the assets and resources available to regions; their strengths,
competitive advantages and potential for innovation; and the socioeconomic challenges they face. RIS3 policy
rationales are manifold. In particular, it encourages targeted, effective and synergetic use of public research
and innovation investments, and supports EU countries and regions in diversifying and upgrading existing
industries and in enhancing their innovation capacity. This is all the more important as the European Union
suffers from a marked internal innovation divide, as repeatedly evidenced by the Innovation Scoreboards.
Currently, 121 RIS3 strategies are in place at national or regional levels. They are expected to mobilise up to
€250 billion until 2020 (taking into account grants from the EU Structural and Investment Funds; national and
regional public funds; leverage effects for private investment and contributions from other EU instruments).

Contribution of the European Parliament
In its 2014 resolution on 'Smart specialisation: networking excellence for a sound Cohesion Policy', the EP
encouraged regions to see RIS3 as a source of opportunity rather than an obligation, and called on them to
choose the ‘right’ priorities by focusing on strengthening their regionally based characteristics, potentials and
competitive advantages. It also emphasised the importance of providing regions with support and guidance in
the design and implementation of their RIS3 strategies, and the need to step up activities in this regard.
Parliament itself has been the driving force behind the launch of targeted support initiatives: the Stairway to
Excellence (S2E) pilot project, aimed at the 13 countries that have joined the EU since 2004 and their regions;
and the preparatory action for the Greek region of Eastern Macedonia and Thrace (REMTh). The latter was
recently expanded to selected lagging regions from seven other Member States.
The report on 'Cohesion policy and research and innovation strategies for smart specialisation' (rapporteur:
Ramón Luis Valcárcel Siso, EPP, Spain) due to be debated in plenary in September, stresses the importance of
opting for a regional approach, as the implementation of RIS3 can only be successful if based on local and
regional assets. It calls on the EU and the Member States to carry out periodic (annual and mid-term)
monitoring of the implementation of the strategies. The Commission is asked to push for a review in 2017 in
order to enhance the strategies’ efficiency and effectiveness; to provide information on their contribution to
future cohesion and research and innovation policies after 2020; and to organise, prior to the Seventh
Cohesion Report, a Europe-wide conference with Parliament, the Committee of the Regions and other
stakeholders. The text also requests the drafting and dissemination of a short policy paper on RIS3 experience.
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