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1. Premise

During the last ten years, regional policy makers involved in the development and consolidation of industrial clusters and networks of SMEs were strongly conditioned by significant changes in the competitive scenario. They had to adapt policy schemes to two main exigencies: 

realising collective goods especially in the area of technology innovation, necessary to make SMEs competitive in a global market;

accelerating the speed of change requested by successful competitive behaviours. 

Both lead time and time to market became much shorter, not only in terms of production organisation (quick response, just in time, lead production), but also in terms of generation of innovations to answer continuously to new market needs. This second aspect had strong implications for the circulation of information, especially for not standardised information; the presence of individuals and groups able to elaborate knowledge and capture critical information for rapidly generating innovations within firms became essential. This changed a vision in which SMEs in clusters were poor of strategic and technology competencies and needed to receive information by a specific diffusion centre within the cluster. Firms now have a wider range of possibilities to obtain information and collaborations and tend increasingly to avoid excessive intermediation and losses of time.

It is in fact that many of the initiatives aimed at providing collective goods to large groups of integrated clusters of SMEs, realised during the previous decades, had been asked to relevant changes in their strategies, configuration, and behaviour in order to preserve their policy role in the systems, or to survive and remain sustainable for the local and regional economy.

This also happened in Emilia-Romagna, and it is still going on.

Especially in local clusters, where the presence of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) is prevalent, because of the structural limits of small companies, collective organisations were essential to spreading innovation and competitiveness, and disseminating knowledge. Productive structures based on clusters and SMEs have to boost regional networking to sustain competitiveness and enhance competencies. Because of the fact that market driven strategies do not create the conditions to boost networking, public policies become essential.

The creation of public or semi-public local agencies, innovation centres and science & technology parks, represents a quite well known strategy for promoting local economies and regional development, and fostering regional competitiveness. These costs, borne collectively, are devoted to supporting both product and process innovation, enabling SMEs to keep in contact with external opportunities and offering them the possibility of getting additional money through internationally financed projects. Therefore, cost reduction strategies that affect local agencies result in a loss of overall external funds available to the local productive system. Nevertheless, these structures tend to become institutionalised and the failures are numerous. For this reason, a flexible approach is needed that is able to reconfigure mission, strategy and organisation according to changes in the market and new challenges.

This paper highlights three cases of regional development centres that came out of the Emilia-Romagna region’s experience in this context and aims to underline the weaknesses and opportunities, as well as differences and similarities that characterise the different experiences.

2. Emilia-Romagna region background

Emilia-Romagna is one of the Italian regions that has experienced rapid growth based on SMEs and a number of dense clusters
. 

In 2001 Emilia-Romagna registered 362.447 companies with 1.728.343 employees. With an average company size of around 4,7 employees the regional productive structure is highly fragmented. With about half a million employees, industry is still a relevant part of the regional economy, and, at least for the last four decades it represented the almost unique engine of growth of the region, also thanks to a strong international competitiveness (the value of exports is one third of regional GDP) . Nevertheless, between 1991 and 2001 employment in industry showed a declining trend (-3,0%) while services (except commerce) boomed (+31,8%)
.

The Emilia-Romagna economy generally performed on par with other developed regions in our country and, with respect to some indicators, even performed in line with the most developed regions in northern Europe. In the last years, even if not at the levels of best performing European regions, in the general slow growth of Italian economy, Emilia-Romagna showed a significant difference with the others developed Italian regions.

In the five years between 1998 and 2002, the GDP of Emilia-Romagna grew by 11%, compared with 7/8% in Veneto, Lombardy and Toscana, and 8,5% for Italy. It is also interesting that while those other important regions registered a very low growth in the industrial value added, around 3/4% in five years, Emilia-Romagna still increased it by 11%. This growth was due to an increase in investments of 28,9% from ’97 to ‘02, as compared to a national increase of 20,7%, and especially, to a strong increased in the R&D activity by firms; the increased employees destined to R&D activities by 61%, while in Italy there was no growth. As a consequence, the number of patents on industrial inventions increased 62,1% in Emilia-Romagna from 1991 to 2001, while in the same period in Italy that number grew by only 0,6%
.

The lower level of exposure of the majority of the regional economic sectors (with the exception of the shoe and clothing industry) to competition from emerging countries is one of the reasons for which the Emilia-Romagna region, in the last 10 years, has delocalized much less than other regions, like Veneto and Lombardy.

Regarding research and development (R&D), Emilia-Romagna can count on consistent resources in terms of research centres and specialized training, linked not only to the university system; the region also boasts a number of private sector workers employed in research and development far higher than other regions with similar characteristics from the point of view of the business structure. 

In Italy public and private spending for scientific research is concentrated in three regional seats of the large national structures and of the large enterprises: Lazio, Lombardy and Piedmont. Our region shows significantly higher figures with respect to regions with similar structures and dimensions, but above all else there is a noticeable growth in the use and productivity of research in the last few years
.

It should be mentioned that Emilia-Romagna has overtaken Lazio in terms of R&D spending because of notable reductions in R&D spending by a few large enterprises in Lazio
.

Regarding the labour market, in 2002 Emilia-Romagna had an activity rate (based on the total population of active age, between 15 and 64 years old) of 70,4%, greater than any other region in Italy as well as the average for the European Union (68,4%)
. The same goes for the activity rate among women, 61,3%, compared to the European average of 59,8%
. In summation, with an unemployment rate of 3,6% (essentially frictional) Emilia-Romagna is second only to Lombardy, which has an unemployment rate of 3,4%
.

Though our region is indisputably better positioned with respect to other regions in Italy, it must be considered that the Italian scenario presents a number of critical elements, that can negatively affect also the regional performance in the future. 

3. The Transformation processes of the economic structure

As far as the economic structure of the region is concerned, a number of local systems, with strong interrelations among sub-sectors along the whole value chain, are currently emerging in Emilia-Romagna. The productive structure, traditionally organised in autonomous industrial districts
, is becoming more and more a network of interconnected clusters, or technological filieres mainly localised in the regional area.

The productive structure in Emilia-Romagna is seeing in fact the establishment of productive filieres, which connect traditional sectors (users of technology) with sectors that produce specific technologies in the various needs typologies as well as specialized services. These filieres intertwine themselves with intermediate goods sectors and productive diversity.

The mechanical-engineering division, for which our region, together with Lombardy and Piedmont, presents a marked and noted vocation
, is tightly connected with all 6 of the most important filiere in the region (agro-industry, ceramics and building materials, automotive, fashion; furnishing and health) and represents about 55% of all regional exports.

As a consequence, regional enterprises tend to consolidate forms of integration that cross sectoral confines, in particular between mechanical and electronic, passing also from mechatronic to more advanced forms of integration that employ information and data communication technologies.

These processes produce on one hand strong product innovations, while on the other hand they reconfigure both the constellation of competencies and the technological frontier. This integration between different technologies and different divisions brings about a redefinition of the product and its complexity, or the recomposition of the context in which businesses operate, including subcontracting enterprises, whether production or service. In the region, this reconfiguration is especially evident in a few divisions linked to advanced mechanical production, which is connected more and more tightly with other divisions like packaging, agricultural equipment and power transmissions. It seems to us that the automotive sector, from this point of view, represents one of the most advanced experiences, as is described in the graphic below:
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It’s not by chance that concepts like mechatronic and ICT- mechatronic have become so popular. These processes, because of their tight interconnectedness with the filieres described, wind themselves throughout the entire regional productive structure involving the leader companies, suppliers at all levels, a good part of the merchandising sector, service companies, laboratories, research centres, as well as the collective development actors.

The mechanical sub-suppliers and parts producers, as mentioned above, represent the prevalent component of regional manufacturing, as well as the part that is most involved in this process. Research recently done by the Institute for Labour has brought to light a tendency, though a weak one, in the local supply system, that of supplying more complex groups or modules and systems, rather than single components.
. This prefigures an increase in service-related knowledge, like design, quality, logistics, computerization and, in general, the organization of the enterprise and of the supply chain. The buyer concentrates more on the aspects of product development and marketing, and less on those aspects linked to the manufacture, assembly and, in part, design.

It is not by chance that the practice of managing the orders (lead-orders) in a joint and integrated way is more popular inside the regional sub-supply system .

It seems that there is an analogous push along the chain on the part of small metalworking sub-suppliers from whom the historical buyers are now asking for the finished component.

Nonetheless, the process of transformation of the role of the sub-supply chain inside the value chain does not always have an “evolutionary” character. In fact, we now see the intensification of processes that on one hand bring about the evolution of the lead enterprises that become global leaders in the niche markets of excellence, on the hand growing pressures emerge for the system of the small enterprises in the regional sub-supply system, pressures based prevalently on elements of cost. For example, through the imposition of added discounts by the buyer, the payment delaying, the unloading of the costs of warehousing and of the costs derived from the increased variety of the supply (increased order-placing, etc.).

At the same time, several sub-suppliers and parts producers, extended their market form the local networks even to the international market, becoming niches specialists in a larger market extension.

This shows divergent dynamics, that on one hand support the start of courses of qualification, on the other hand they bring to light “regressive” dynamics, here we find a few that go up the chain delineating a course that favours the “modularization,” others that slide downwards, becoming “fourth parties.” The same structure of clusters, because of such phenomena, assumes different forms, from a very homogeneous, to a very segmented one, in which the competitiveness is determined not by one or a few leaders, but form the network of specialised and excellent producers working in it.

In conclusion, the Emilia Romagna region presents a productive structure in rapid change with a few polarizing elements between “winners” and “losers,” in an overall, largely positive picture.

These processes have been received by public actors and representative associations, contributing to a redefinition of the nature of the policies put into play.

4. Regional policy reconfiguration in a context of global competition

The clusters described above are characterised by advanced human capital (attitude to work, self-employment and entrepreneurship), social capital (attitude to join efforts, to co-operate, to exchange opportunities and information), institutional integration and local-regional governance (local levels of government, active business organisations, trade unions and other intermediate actors). The vertical and horizontal development of clusters, the connections among complementary clusters, generated plenty of knowledge synergy, exchanges of information, market and technology complementarities, and all these elements contributed to a high level of competitiveness.

This local strength emerged in a rather weak national context. For example, educational levels, public-private investment in research and development, in​frastructure innovation and capital markets are not at the same level as in the most advanced OECD countries. The educational level has sharply improved in the last few years, but R&D expenses are still around 1 % of GDP. ICT infrastructure development is still below the average of major countries and IPOs are infrequent. Nevertheless, Emilia-Romagna has developed internationally competitive firms, gained wealth and achieved low unemployment. Success factors for SMEs include technical specialisation, the sophistication of accumulated tacit knowledge, the degree of openness, internationalisation and the extension of networks.

National microeconomic policies were for many years oriented to sustain process innovation and the renewal of technical equipment. Only a small share of public resources was destined to SMEs, while the highest share was used to sustain the larger national state and private industrial groups.

In recent years, the policy instruments destined for SMEs have been transferred to the regional level, with a great deal of autonomy given to regional governments to establish policy objectives and allocate resources. The Emilia-Romagna government concen​trated these resources in supporting business and management innovation and R&D investments.

The regional government adopted a cluster-oriented policy through the establishment of technical service centres within the major local clusters of the region. This policy, widely followed internationally, showed positive results. With increased global competition, such intervention at the cluster level is not considered sustainable by the re​gional government. The reform of this policy approach is still under development, but is to be launched by 2004. The new assumption is that local clusters can improve their competitiveness only if the whole region's knowledge and innovation base be​comes stronger. It is considered necessary to reinforce the regional environment for innovation involving: co-operation between industry and university and research (knowl​edge-transfer programs), improved IT infrastructure and multimedia, and improve​ment of learning processes and educational performances.

5. Genesis and evolution of cluster initiatives

The first cluster initiative (CI) promoted by Emilia-Romagna, initiated in the 1970s, involved technical service centres in the region, contributing to improved design capabilities, marketing and innova​tive entrepreneurship. The regional government set up a specific organization called ERVET, devoted to create a sectoral centres. ERVET is a corporation set up in 1974 as an instrument through which economic and industrial policies can be implemented. ERVET translated regional planning choices into actions, designing and carrying out innovative projects together with the economic groups concerned. To provide effective support to the competitiveness of Emilia-Romagna's industrial system, in the 1980s ERVET set up a geographically distributed network of Business Service Centres tailored to the needs of the local economies. Taken together, the Centres and the parent organisation constituted the Ervet System. The ERVET System consists of the parent organisation and eight specialised structures termed Business Service Centres: ASTER operates in the fields of technical and scientific innovation, technological innovation and information technology; CERMET is the centre for product and process quality certification; CESMA and DEMOCENTER serve the sectors of machinery manufacturing and factory automation; CERCAL and CITER for the fashion industry, in particular CERCAL for footwear industry and CITER for textile information; CENTRO CERAMICO and QUASCO serve the ceramics and construction industries. The Centres were created in collaboration with all the business associations operating in Emilia-Romagna, and their combined membership includes nearly 1000 firms. The Centres offer members a vast and continuously update range of specialised services.

The context in which these initiatives were established was the following:

· almost all enterpreneurs were of first generation and of very basic education and pure technical competencies;

· the private supply of technology services was very limited;

· the dialogue between small enterpreneurs and universities and research centers was practically impossible;

· local clusters didn’t had, until that time, any representativeness or identity institution.

Other CI were then originated by local bodies such as the provinces or/and Chambers of Commerce through a more bottom-up approach. The Science and Technology Park of Centuria represents an example of this strategy.

In the following pages we will present three CI examples: the case of CITER, the case of DEMOCENTER and the case of CENTURIA.

These CI originated from the necessity of sustaining the development of industrial districts. Because of global competition, the regional development structure is going to be changing rapidly. For this reason the three centres are tackling a redefinition of mission as well as a reshaping of core business activities.

5.1 The case of CITER

CITER is a service centre founded in 1980 with the aim of supporting improvement and innovation processes of SMEs in the textile and clothing sector.

CITER accumulated initial experience in the field of technical training activities but in the 1990s the cluster organisation changed its role to promoting the following main objectives:

· Market intelligence collection;

· Market analysis and fashion trends;

· Sensibilisation, publications, information circulation;
· Technology diffusion, innovation promotion
· Supporting design activity
· Information about technical standards and assistance for certification
· Providing technical training
· Participating in international projects and partnerships

On the basis of this experience the need for more sophisticated infor​mation services emerged. CITER was partly financed by the regional government and by the services CITER provided. CITER was set up as a consortium composed of ERVET, the Chamber of Commerce, business associations, and 431 SMEs. 

CITER has its office in Carpi, where there are laboratories and other facilities. Normally the director comes from industry. The project areas of CITER include: fashion, marketing, training, quality certification international cooperation, software, technical analysis, and external relationships. Each of these areas, plus administration, press and communication, has a person responsible. Their backgrounds vary from technical or economic to creative-artistic, according to the different needs of clients and to the range of services.

The success of this case depended partly on a strong vision shared among the various promoters of the initiative, and the strong commitment of the regional government. CITER was the first successful case of a regional master plan by ERVET, which led to the creation of eight technical centres in the region in the 1970s. The capacity in design , creation, product innovation increased very much in the area, and it can be considered a relevant success indicator for this initiative.

It accompanied a positive evolution of local competencies, but was not able to promote a structural change in the local firms, a jump in their perception of management and marketing strategies. That’s why the sector did not perform well in the last years. This led to economic difficulties of CITER itself and to loss of policy relevance of its services, in order to keep balance equilibrium.

In the late 1990s, this master plan was no longer effective so there was a need to rethink the strategy. Rethinking the regional strategy turned out to be a complex and time-con​suming process. It was difficult to change the mission of CITER as there was disa​greement among different opinion makers - some nostalgic for the traditional approach of cluster policy and some in favour of change.

The position of the region is that after more than 20 years, the cluster initiative must now become self-sustainable and redefine its strategic mission. This is possible through stronger involve​ment of local actors and a profit orientation of the part of the centre. With CITER becoming more customer-driven, the requests of clients tend to diversify the range of services. It is clear that this initiative cannot survive with a simply local perspective. It should become a centre of excellence in textile, with a market perspective, even international. 

5.2  The case of Democenter

The access of small and medium enterprises to “global” innovations in project, manufacturing, organisation, and business strategies is often limited by a number of obstacles that are difficult to overcome for a small company.

The aim of Democenter is to give the enterprises of Emilia-Romagna, and especially SMEs, instruments to get over these difficulties, offering the technical support and the knowledge needed to use innovation successfully. Democenter was originally created to push innovation in motors sector
 and in the past years Democenter has been interested in many technologies connected with automation, such as telematics, information systems, ICT and rapid prototyping technologies. The diffusion activities continuously involve Italian and international technical-scientific partners.

Democenter’s approach to innovation is based on the integration concept. All the components of a manufacturing environment must be integrated with traditional machines and the enterprise’s information and communication system; it has to cope with commercial organisation and strategies; it has to be able to create a new way of planning and manufacturing management. Democenter offers to enterprises not only a strong technological experience but also a global knowledge of innovation from the different possible points of view.

Democenter doesn’t just offer technological experience, but also a global culture of the production systems in all their comprehensive aspects, including informatics and telematic. Instruments, projects and services offered by Democenter are designed on the basis of an in depth and continuous SME needs analysis, hence they evolved during the years in order to fit the collected data. Nowadays the activities of Democenter are greatly integrated: they include demonstration, training, innovation, laboratories and services. 
Democenter carries out and participates in a number of research projects funded by the European Commission, MIUR (Italian Ministry of Research, Instruction and University), and other national and local institutions (the government of the Emilia-Romagna region, the government of the province of Modena and others). The innovation area of Democenter is involved in the design and development of innovative technological solutions suitable to satisfy the needs of the user enterprises and their objectives of competitive growth. To this end, Democenter acts in strict connection with universities, enterprise associations, Italian and international research institutions. In order to properly carry out the research projects, Democenter can use its internal resources, but it can also take advantage of external competencies provided by its qualified institutional partners. In particular, Democenter collaborates with specialised research centres like CNR, ENEA, networks of research laboratories, Universities and consultants specialised in different fields.

To push research and innovation in strategic topics, an internal competence centre was created. For instance, RSI Centre (Research and Development Centre for Industrial Computer Science) was set up in order to promote and spread such know-how, focusing on the study of methodologies and development of technological instruments for supporting the industrial production. 
On the basis of its knowledge, methodologies and developed instruments, the RSI Centre offers Services about Productive Processes Management in:

•
Enterprises concentrated in a particular place;
•
Distributed Enterprises;
•
Networks of autonomous companies;
•
Supply Chain;
•
The services concerning the support of the entire range of phases that may interest a company in the reengineering of its Productive Processes Management, starting from design, pre-production, development, and production;

The experiences of the RSI Centre have been obtained thanks to the participation of national and international projects made in collaboration with important software houses, consultant societies, European research centres and Universities.

Since its foundation, one of the most important activities of Democenter is the application of ICT tools for supporting the collaboration of clusters of companies located in the industrial districts of the Emilia-Romagna region. The “enterprise network” is a strategic alliance among autonomous enterprises that are capable of participating in collaborative activities.

Democenter has been working since 1993 in the field of Virtual Enterprises and SME networks. The Virtual Enterprise studied by Democenter are typically a network constituted by autonomous enterprises, most of which are SMEs, which operate in order to satisfy market demand. In particular these SMEs use web-based ICT instruments for supporting the activities of collecting orders, design, distributed planning, scheduling, task distribution, supplying, work in progress control, logistics and supplier ranking.

Democenter follows the enterprises towards the constitution of networked organisations or the creation of clustered companies co-operating according to the model of the “Virtual Enterprise”. 
In fact, Democenter worked (and is working) on a number of R&D projects funded by the European Union, where innovative approaches are developed and experimented at emblematic industrial cases of SMEs acting in different sectors. We recall in the following some important EU funded projects relating to this subject: VIVE, COWORK, PLENT, NEXUS, GNOSIS, UCANET, BIDSAVER, BIDMED, PROVE-SME. 

In relation to demonstration activities covered by Democenter, up-to-date computer-based systems for project, automation, planning, and production management are installed at Democenter for continuous or temporary demonstration. The objective is to offer significant examples of Integrated Productive Plants (IPID).

Democenter is accredited by the MIUR (Ministry of the Instruction of the University and the Research) as an engineering laboratory.

The activities of Democenter in terms of laboratories have grown remarkably through the years. Today the Powders Laboratory, the Laboratory of Material Characterisation, the Fluid Power Laboratory, the Laboratory for Computer science of Production, the Laboratory of Rapid Prototyping and of Time Compression Techniques, beside the Laboratory of Domotics, are available on a contract basis to enterprises for specific services and applied research.

Last but not least, Democenter operates in the area of personnel training. Thanks to continuous and direct contact with the enterprises, Democenter is able to design its training courses in order to provide the trainees with the skills and competencies required by the industrial world, ensuring the availability of technical and management support. 
5.3 The case of Centuria

Centuria is a Science and Technology Park specialized in the agroindustrial and environmental sectors, owned by the most important agroindustrial firms and Public Bodies in the Italian region “Romagna”. Centuria operates in a territory characterized by the presence of a fertile lowland that extends from the foot of the Romagna hills to the Adriatic Coast.

During the last century, traditional agricultural expertise developed into a well-structured agroindustrial sector, focused on fruits and vegetables, poultry and eggs and sugar production, in some cases becoming national and European leaders.

In a recent phase, a number of high-tech industrial activities related to the agroindustrial sector have developed.

Such activities, originally born to satisfy local demand, have expanded to other markets, leading to a technological district specialised in the following topics: fruit and vegetables, poultry and eggs, sugar industry, automation and packaging, transportation, cold-storage technologies, information technology - biotechnologies.

The rapid development of the local industrial activities, the presence of a number of high-tech businesses, the awareness of the global competition and the availability of scientific and technological know how in the local University, pushed entrepreneurs, public administrators and academics to the idea of a Science and Technology Park, intended as a tool to help the economic growth of the area and the competitiveness of firms through applied research, integrating the already established strategic opportunities: institutes and research centres, management schools, hi-tech entrepreneurial activities, venture capitalists ready to finance innovative projects and new industrial activities, industrial zone ready to be located for new hi-tech activities, communication and logistic infrastructures.

The idea has been thoroughly studied by a group of experts from the SPRINT Programme of the Europe Union. The Centuria Srl Science and Technology Park, a limited liability company, was set up in June, 1994. 

Centuria’s objective is to favour the development of innovation and new entrepreneurship in the agribusiness sector, acting as a meeting point for institutions, industry and research. In this context the agribusiness sector includes many high-tech and high value-added activities (robotics, phytopharmaceutical, biological control, genetic engineering, information technology, etc.). Other sectors are not excluded, as innovation in one sector may cross-fertilize another sector. Some Centuria industrial partners do not operate directly in the agribusiness sector, but take advantage of the contact with different ideas and markets.

Centuria aims at identifying and stimulating the innovation demand of its industrial partners, promoting applied research projects and services for firms. In fact, the creation and transfer of innovation flourishes in an environment with certain characteristics: intense information flow, interdisciplinary contacts between researchers and managers, services for firms and research centers. To create such an environment is perhaps the main goal of Centuria, the grounds for any other activity.

Innovation is of basic importance for the competitiveness. But to carry out a successful innovation process firms need the latest information about cutting-edge technological research and innovation, they need to know the market demands and should be adaptable enough to react promptly to external incentives and opportunities. In addition, firms should be aware of the means--such as patents, joint-venture proposals, license agreements--that allow them to better take advantage of other people’s innovations and to increase their own product’s value.

In 2003 Centuria became Centuria-RIT, as a result of a merger between Centuria and RIT.

Centuria_RIT is the result of the fusion of the of the Centuria Technology Park, created in Ceseana in 1994, and RIT (Romagna Innovazione e Tecnologia), created in Faenza in 2001. Centuria was born as a consortium with the participation companies in the agroindustrial sector (fruit and vegetables, avicultural, frozen foods, seeds, sugar, and linked technologies like farm machinery, irrigation, and dedicated software, etc. RIT was created in Faenza in the spring of 2001 by a group of entrepreneurs in the manufacturing sector (mechanical, food, automation, electronics, capital goods, etc.) and has adopted a structure that is, in a lot of ways, similar to that of Centuria. After about two years of close collaboration, characterized by the centralization of certain services, the organization of common initiatives and of personnel exchange, the two groups decided to fuse, a process that was finished in April 2003 with the constitution of a single park called Centuria-RIT. With two separate headquarters in Cesena and Faenza, Centuria-RIT became a technology park of considerable size, with a unified company made up of about 70 partners, both SMEs and larger industrial groups present on the Romagnan territory from Rimini to Imola. These companies and groups represent a total turnover of about 3 billion Euro. In addition, the following bodies are also partners in the park: the public administrations, trade associations, Chambers of Commerce and credit institutions.

Centuria-RIT develops a large spectrum of activities and provides a large variety of services:

· INFORMATION, RESEARCH PROJECTS & FUNDING

· TECHNOLOGY TRANSFER AND TRAINING

· PROMOTION through demonstration and MARKETING

· SCIENCE PARK NETWORK AND NETWORKING to promote a continuous information flow through the Science-Technology Park’s network in the agribusiness sector, along with co-operation with research institutes, universities and incubators at both the national and international level

· BUSINESS STRATEGY AND DEVELOPMENT to assist companies in acquisitions, mergers, and in searching for joint venture opportunities. Furthermore, Centuria-RIT supports companies in order to implement both diversification and outsourcing strategies. 

· SERVICES TO ENTERPRISES, mainly related to support companies on patenting, trade mark and registration, financing, quality system implementation, safety. Furthermore, Centuria-RIT organises seminars to spread information and debate on key issues related to the mission.

6. Preliminary conclusions: a comparison among the three experiences

The three centres described above represent, as is evident, elements of similarity as well as dissimilarity. That having been said, we would now like to share some observations relative to the commonalities with particular reference to the contribution offered for the development of the regional economy.

It needs to be mentioned, first of all, that CITER and Democenter were born from an initiative by the regional administration, while Centuria was started thanks to the will of other local agencies (i.e. the Province and Chamber of Commerce.) In this sense, this last initiative, contrary to the case of Ervet, originated from a bottom-up approach. For all three centres the decision to institute came about after a deep debate among the political and social forces of the territory. These social forces, besides the different levels of the public institutions, the diverse business and labour associations of that, as noted, in Italy are themselves, like the productive structure, characterized by a high degree of fragmentation.

All of the centres described above carry out specialized activities, aimed to the receiving firms, in connection with the public agencies and representative associations of the business world. In this sense they also work as collectors of innovation for enterprises, frequently of small dimensions, that otherwise would not be able to have access to the circuits of international innovation. 

All three centres have, in fact, developed, since their inception, collaborations with analogous institutions at the international level, activating real and true networks of collaboration capable of inserting the territory into an extra-local circuit, contributing to the diffusion of information and experiences that originate in other areas of the world that lead to the creation of partnership opportunities with foreign enterprises.

All of the centres are characterized by efforts to develop projects in collaboration with the universities in the region, from which they draw research and development competencies. The Centres are carefully to avoid using the universities as a substitute for the Centre. Instead, these relationships help to facilitate the spread of innovation onto a fabric of fragmented enterprises which the universities, by themselves, would have difficulty reaching. The involvement of the social partners, such as the enterprises, in the field of innovation projects sustains a qualification of the representative organizations of the interests of labour and business, creating frequently the conditions to activate a constructive dialogue among different interests, with particular reference to the themes linked to local development. Such functions, whose value is not quantifiable in money terms and difficult to measure, represent a fundamental resource for sustainable development because social cohesion and trust among the local actors grows. Additionally, from the moment the projects are promoted by these structures they frequently involve more than one company, often generating collaborations among complementary enterprises that the business associations are not always able to activate. 

The centres have all taken roads, despite difficulties and different speeds, of profound internal reorganization, in light of the processes of transformation of the regional economy and diverse needs that originated from the world of the local businesses and the founding members of the local institutions. 

Democenter and Centuria-RIT, redefining in part their specialization and intervening on the organizational structure, seem to have found a solution of equilibrium, satisfying both the founding members and the receiver of the services. CITER appears to be coming into its own.

The difficulties of CITER can be largely explained by the growing crisis of the knitwear and garment industries in the district of Carpi, to which the services of the centre are mostly offered. In fact, the textile industry of Carpi closed 2003 with a total turnover of 984 million Euros, a decline of 3,8% with respect to the previous year. With inflation factored-out that’s a return of 870 million Euros in 2003, compared to 1.173 million euros in 1990. The number of active businesses in 2003 fell by 100 units with respect to the previous year, stabilizing at 1.483 (in 1990 that number was 2.258). As a consequence, the number of persons employed went from 8.536 in 2002 to 8.172 in 2003 (in 1990 there were more than 14.000). In a context of great worry the companies best positioned are those that diversify their markets, that offer a complete range and that favour retail over wholesale.

The best performances of the sectors to which the services of Democenter and Centuria-RIT are aimed contributes to an explanation of the positive results in balance.

However, all the three centres, because of the increasing of the speed of changing determine by markets integration and global competition, have been reshaping their role.

Competitive companies started to access directly to the Universities to get innovation but the bulk of the regional SMEs remain not really oriented to introduce process and product innovations. For this reason the role of intermediation of the local development centres have been becoming ineffective.

Democenter was originally created to push innovation in motors sector
. It employ high level competences and over the last 5 years has persecuted a growth strategy, starting to serve a broader range of sectors, offering products as ICT related services.

Not withstanding, Centuria-RIT has enlarged the services offered, acting as technology broker and business integrator with a worldwide perspective. It has maintained a focalisation on agro-industry, on the other hand Democenter has differentiated the sectors destination.

Finally, Citer succeed in the developing of local technical capabilities while failed in the sustaining of the strategic migration of the local clothing companies toward the new economic scenario. Actually act with a “client” approach, serving companies with a “on demand” market scheme.

All three of the centres raise funds for their operation in part through contracts for public projects promoted by various public agencies (provinces, regions, Italy, Europe) and in part through consulting and services provided to interested companies. Additionally, the obvious differences not withstanding, they receive public funding, in the form of direct contributions or through channels of resource allocation for carrying out service activities. To this end, the position of the regional administration is to set every form of direct contribution, continuing to turn to these structures in order to carry out specific activities, financed in an ad hoc manner.

All of them, starting from different experiences and performance and present structure, have to reposition their activity.

The new external context can be summarised as follows:

· firms are managed by second generation entrepreneurs, higher educated and sensitive to management and technology innovation;

· the degree of internal resources destined to innovation by firms has increased very much;

· firms are strongly oriented to international markets, visit exhibitions, contact different organisations and many of them are linked in group structures;

· the use of Internet is strongly diffused;

· the private supply of technology and strategic consultancy has increased very much;

· regional Universities are more involved in technology transfer activities.
In this context, centres have to find a new role, to respond to market exigencies and to be complementary to the other relationships that firms can now activate.

The Region, in the last years activated a reform of the service centres system. And together with this a new law defining new schemes for favouring research, technology transfer and innovation considering the complexity of relationships. In the next years it will be possible to evaluate the results of this new approach and the impact on pre-existing cluster initiatives.
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� For a definition of the concept of   'cluster'   Michael E. Porter writes: «A cluster is a geographically proximate group of interconnected companies and associated institutions in a particular field, linked by commonalties and complementarities. The geographic scope of a cluster can range from a single city or state to a country or even a network of neighbouring countries. Clusters take varying forms depending on their depth and sophistication, but most include end-product or service companies; suppliers of specialised inputs; components, machinery, and services; financial institutions; and firms in related industries. Clusters also often include firms in downstream industries (that is, channels or customers); producers of complementary products; specialised infrastructure providers; government and other institutions providing specialised training, education, information, research, and technical support (such as universities, think tanks, vocational training providers); and standards-setting agencies. Government agencies that significantly influence a cluster can be considered part of it. Finally, many clusters include trade associations and other collective private sector bodies that support cluster members». Michael E. Porter,   On competition, Harvard Business Review Book Series, Boston 1998.
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� 	By industrial district we mean those territorially concentrated productive systems made up of sectorally homogeneous small and medium enterprises, specialised in single phases of the productive process and inter-related by a dense network of horizontal, vertical and diagonal relations. The local productive system, on the other hand, according to the meaning attached to it by Brusco in 1989, is a set of companies concentrated in a circumscribed territory which directly or indirectly produce for the same end-market. The definition of a local productive system is decidedly broader than that of the district: a local productive system can contain, or not contain, characteristics of a district kind, such as the diffuse presence of small enterprises establishing between one another relations characterised by a close-knit network of competition and cooperation. For a deeper analysis, refer to: S. Brusco, Piccole imprese e distretti industriali, Rosenberg & Sellier, Torino 1989 and, amongst others, G. Becattini, (a cura di), Mercato e forze locali: il distretto industriale, Il Mulino, Bologna 1987; F. Cossentino, F. Pyke, W. Sengenberger, Le risposte locali e regionali alla pressione globale: il caso dell’Italia e dei suoi distretti industriali, Società editrice il Mulino, Bologna 1997.


� Emilia-Romagna, together with Lombardy e Piedmont, is in fact one of the three Italian regions in which the weight of the engineering industry on the entire manufacturing division exceeds 40% (42,7% for Emilia-Romagna). 


� The assembly of the auto is accomplished utilising blocks of semi-finished, pre-assembled pieces that are also tested by the supplier. These are systems of products or product modules. The difference between the two concepts comes essentially from the different levels of aggregation: functional for systems, spatial for the modules. A system includes all the parts that contribute to a certain functionality (for example, the lighting installation), independently of where these come from they are then installed on the auto (front and rear headlights, internal lights, battery connections…) A module is made instead of one part of the auto that is pre-assembled, that generally contains parts having to do with different systems (for example the hood that contains headlights, radiator, bumpers…) On one hand we have therefore systems like the frame, bodywork, motor, power supply, exhaust, transmission, break system, body, steering and suspension systems, seats, driver and passenger compartment, climate control, electrical system, lights (table 1); on the other hand there are modules like the dashboard, hood, seats. See: S. Rolfo, G. Vitali (editor), Dinamiche competitive e innovazione nel settore della componentistica auto, Collana Ceris, Franco Angeli, Milano 2001, p. 28.
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