Title of the suggested Action: 

Western Balkan Innovation Voucher Scheme

Subtitle:

Three days of innovation advice for SMEs free of charge, from an institute of their own choice.

Description of the Action:

The pilot-project Innovation Voucher Scheme has the objective to introduce a system of innovation vouchers that would allow SMEs to make use of WBC R&D expertise and problem-solving abilities. Specific innovation problems of the SMEs will be determined by the companies themselves or by Strategic Innovation pilot-project for WBC or by other means. A limited number of innovation vouchers will be allocated to selected companies which allow them to have three days of advice from an appropriate R&D institute from the WBC region free of charge. The engaged R&D institute will try to solve the problem and in addition prepare (in relation to the addressed problem) draft innovation strategies for the participant SMEs. Following the results of three days of advice and prepared innovation strategy, a follow-up project would be planned which could involve other experts. The implementation of these follow up projects will be monitored by the regional authority in charge for implementation of innovation support for WBC. To encourage the companies to use the vouchers, and to declare the rights and obligations of the parties involved, a set of rules will be drawn up and printed on the back of each innovation voucher.

In preparation of this pilot-project more detailed proposals will be developed under task T8.2 of WBC-INCO.NET during summer 2012 and discussed in a meeting in autumn/winter 2012. These proposals include a few possible variations (adaptations schemes), e.g. regarding the number and size of the vouchers, the selection of SMEs and research institutes, the problem identification, and follow-up. These proposals also address the possibilities for joint WBC activities in the preparation (e.g. training and instruction of involved actors, which could take place within the WBC-INCO.NET activities for 2013) and possibilities for implementation of an integrated international scheme at the level of the Western Balkan region.

References to running activities, lessons learnt from other regions, etc.:

Limburg Development Company LIOF (Ger Schnackers, gschnackers@liof.nl), DSM Research BV and the Province of Limburg, the Netherlands (Jean Severijns, jmj.severijns@home.nl Province of Limburg, http://www.limburg.nl); also lessons from many other Voucher schemes at regional, national and international level can be addressed.

Actors to be involved in the implementation and their roles:

· RCC - coordination of the pilot-project Innovation Voucher Scheme;

· WBC Innovation Fund - implementation of the pilot-project Innovation Voucher Scheme;

· R&D organisations and experts from the WBC.

Expected impact: 

The pilot-project Innovation Voucher Scheme is aimed to:

1. Increase the level of knowledge and improving the competitiveness of small and medium-sized enterprises by creating and developing a “knowledge market” in the region. Vouchers stimulate the articulation of demand for knowledge, and allow SMEs to call on external sources to supply the know-how they lack;

2. Provide SMEs with access to external sources of expertise; 

3. Convince SMEs that much of the knowledge and expertise that they require has already been developed by the so-called knowledge institutions and large companies, i.e. R&D institutions in the WBC region.

4. Moreover, the participating knowledge providing institutes get the opportunity to learn how they can serve firms with their expertise, which allows them to adopt a more demand-oriented approach.
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