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Preface

Business, innovation, networking, Centres. Four words which sum up the reasons behind the innovative measure conducted under Europe’s Regional Policy to promote the European Business and Innovation Centres as well as the goals they are intended to achieve.

Business, and particularly small and medium-sized firms, which are increasingly being acknowledged as the main stimulus for development and the chief source of jobs.

Innovation, because in all its many forms it is the only way forward for anyone seeking to carve out a niche in the larger market, extend his scope for action and increase competitiveness.

Networking, because in an era of globalisation, when communications, the transfer of know-how and cooperation are the key factors for success, international networks play a vital role, particularly for small firms. Making a firm international means not only seeking out markets but also securing access to sources of knowledge, seeking out partners for cooperation and exchanging experiences.

Finally, the Centres. Sharing knowledge, trying out approaches, testing systems, all things which will have a lasting effect and prove of practical value to those promoting development only through the creation of permanent structures which can, over time, build on the skills acquired and adjust their responses to meet the real needs of firms.

That is why, in 1984, the Commission took steps to promote the approach using European Business and Innovation Centres in the less favoured regions of the Union. In time these became an integral part of the regional systems of business services, and are officially recognised by the Commission in its Guidelines for the Structural Funds 2000-06. The aim of these Centres is to support firms in regional industrial areas as they try to innovate and become more international.

The underlying approach is essentially based on one of organisation (orgware), which is made essential by the fact that competition now operates not only between individual firms, but increasingly between territorial systems of firms. And, even more than on finance, organisation relies on that most precious of resources, human resources: the innovative abilities of men and women.

A regional policy which depends on grants without looking at the qualitative and organisational aspects of development, and hence at the approach of those most involved, the businesses, can achieve only short-term results, which will have no lasting effect on growth and jobs: it lacks selectivity, is not in touch with the real needs of firms and so cannot prevent a large number of small firms from failing to survive.

These are the lessons drawn from the experience of the BICs over some fifteen years which have helped consolidate this approach. Today, the Commission is making this experience available to those involved in regional development, and first and foremost the public administrations. This has been made possible through the dedication of the promoters of the BICs – primarily the local and regional authorities – and the commitment of the managers of the Centres to carrying out their difficult work. To all of them I should like to offer the Commission’s thanks for having successfully carried out this innovative measure for the benefit of small firms and local communities, and I should like to encourage them to continue and develop their work.

Guy Crauser

Director-General 

(DG REGIO, Regional Policy)
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Introduction

This Guide reflects  the experience acquired by the European Commission (Directorate-General for Regional Policy) throughout the implementation of the programme for the promotion of a network of European Business and Innovation Centres – BICs -, during which some 150 Centres were set up in the less-favoured regions of the European Union, since 1984. It also includes contributions on methodology and practice from the European BICs Network – EBN - and the formal recommendations of the external evaluation carried out for the European Commission in 1997-98.

It is the fourth update of the document setting out the role and approach of the BICs.

It also includes references to legislation to which the action of BICs refers, the comments on the Commission’s Guidelines on the Structural Funds programmes for 2000-06 as far as business services and the approach of the BICs are concerned and the new procedures to be followed in terms of administration and technical assistance, to establish new Centres with support from the European Regional Development Fund.

The Guide is aimed at:

•
public administrations involved in services to small firms, whether at national, regional, provincial or local level;

•
any body or consortium wishing to set up a new BIC or to convert itself into a BIC in order to follow this approach, whether or not in an area assisted by the Community’s regional policy and whether within or outside the European Union;

•
BICs in operation, to provide them with a validated and updated frame of reference concerning an approach which is constantly changing and which results from the pooling of genuine experiences;

•
any public or private economic operator who wishes to use the services of the BICs.

An essential complement is the manual to good management practice published EBN and reserved to Centres’managers only.

To obtain further copies of the Guide and any information on the work of the BICs, please contact:

European Commission 

Directorate-General for Regional Policy 

Rue de la Loi 200,

B-1049 Brussels

Tel.: 00.32.2.295 45 67

Fax.: 00.32.2.296 24 73

E-mail: francesco.pettini@cec.eu.int

European BIC Network (EBN)

Avenue de Tervueren 168

B-1150 Brussels

Tel.: 00.32.2.772 89 00

Fax.: 00.32.2.772 95 74

E-mail: ebn@ebn.be

Website: http://www.ebn.be
I. 
EC BICs: a tool for businesses

Definition

The European Community Business and Innovation Centres (EC BICs) – as they are officially known - are support organisations for innovative small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs) and entrepreneurs.  They are recognised by the European Commission through a quality certification scheme, which enables them to obtain the European "EC BIC" label.  Operating in the public interest, they are set up by the principal economic operators in an area or region, in order to offer a range of integrated guidance and support services for projects carried out by innovative SMEs, thereby contributing to regional and local development.  The BICs are grouped together within the European BIC Network (EBN).
What is their mission?

Their mission is to ensure that public measures to assist SMEs are implemented with the maximum efficiency, with priority being given to the development of the local industrial fabric:

•
by supporting the creation of new generations of innovative firms,

•
by helping existing firms to modernise and innovate and by contributing towards improving the environment in which they operate.

To this end, BICs:

•
offer a custom-made integrated system of services, from the identification and selection of projects and entrepreneurs, to the  strategic guidance and support services for innovative projects:

–
Integrated services based on a holistic approach to the firm and the innovation processes involved.

–
Guidance service focussing on both the viability of business projects and the ways in which they respond to local and regional development needs.

–
Support service aimed at underpinning business projects from the time they are conceived until they reach maturity.

•
act as an interface between the needs of SMEs and the specialist services on offer.  SMEs can in this way benefit from a preliminary overall diagnosis of their actual requirements before applying for such services, which are therefore more efficient.

BICs thus specialise in providing individual, personalised support for entrepreneurs wishing to carry out an innovative project.  In this connection, they also organise collective economic promotion measures.

The integrated services are targeted not only at businesses themselves, but also at local and regional authorities.  They are described in Chapter V. 

What is the role of BICs in less-favoured areas?

The BIC approach, which is rooted in a professional concept of entrepreneurship, gives them a particularly important role in the less-favoured areas of the European Union, where a business spirit and sense of risk need to be encouraged.

It was designed to help gradually wean firms in less-favoured areas off government aid, which often curbs the development of a business spirit and the acceleration of the development process.   It is in this area that their public‑interest role lies.

Who are the partners?

Each BIC is set up through a partnership between the main public and private operators in the local and regional economic development process: local and regional authorities, chambers of commerce, professional organisations, development agencies, university and research bodies, financial institutions, science and technology parks, innovation and technology‑transfer centres and training organisations, etc., as well as individual businesses.

Being based on an agreement between the vital forces of a region, therefore, BICs make it easier to pool the human, physical, technological and financial resources available within the area in which they operate and place them at the service of both existing and prospective entrepreneurs.

Who uses the services?

The end users of BICs services are promoters of innovative projects, whose activities not only bring direct added value to the economy of an area or region, but also have a spillover effect on related activities such as trade, the professions, transport and catering.  These last activities do not generally fall within the scope of BIC services.

In practice, the beneficiaries are: project promoters who have acquired professional experience in industry, the services sector or even a commercial activity; people setting up businesses who have come from university or research centres or vocational‑training institutions; managers of micro-businesses, many of which operate in economic "niches"; and executives and managers of SMEs wishing to carry out a modernisation, investment, diversification and development project. They may also be large companies involved in industrial spin-offs or even more radical types of conversion.

Most businesses which receive BIC support are small industrial or craft firms or cooperatives engaged in manufacturing or services, operating within the context of an interactive relationship between large, medium-sized or small companies. 

BICs also provide local and regional authorities with services connected with the implementation of  programmes to assist SMEs: promotion of entrepreneurship, fostering a business spirit, creating and developing new activities, supporting young entrepreneurs or encouraging women to set up businesses.

What kind of innovation?

Innovation, as promoted by BICs, entails a global approach to business and may, therefore, cover every aspect of a firm. It may consist in introducing new technology aimed at adapting manufacturing processes (technological innovation), in promoting new management, marketing, human-resource management or financing methods or in establishing a new cooperation strategy or launching a new product design, etc.  It is, therefore, "economic" innovation in the broad sense of the term, which may involve any element capable of generating a competitive advantage, including technological innovations.

Consequently, innovation is not an end in itself, but forms part of the firm's strategy and development plan and depends on both its own needs and the local context.  Innovative projects assisted by BICs may be high-tech or - as is most often the case - low-tech or mid-tech, or may even involve innovations of a non-technological nature (no-tech).

This operational approach to innovation is particularly well suited to less-favoured areas and to the traditional manufacturing fabric, where there is less scope for high-tech innovation than for economic innovation, which is of interest to the majority of small businesses. 

"Innovation is any process of change which expands a firm's knowhow and makes it more competitive".

(A definition of innovation by BIC client entrepreneurs)

What is their geographical         coverage?

BICs operate directly within their immediate areas, from which they draw their resources.  However, they may be called upon to provide services outside these areas, which do not necessarily follow administrative boundaries.  Moreover, BICs exercise their activities in both a local and a European context:

•
each BIC links its local and regional area to a network, i.e. it organises the different service organisations within a network in order to make maximum use of their skills and foster complemen-tarities and synergies both between and with them;

•
BICs, which exist in most of the less-favoured regions of the Union and in the Central and East European countries, are linked together within the European BIC Network (EBN). They can thus organise interregional cooperation between firms and other regional economic bodies.

The European Commission encourages the national administrations to ensure that the network which emerges provides a balanced geographical spread.  In other words, plans should be adopted in order to prevent the number of Centres set up from exceeding the requirements of the industrial areas concerned.

What revenues?

BICs are financed by the payments they receive for the services they render to businesses and to local and regional authorities. Since their objective is to serve the public interest, they aim not to make a profit, but to create wealth for their region and supply professional services to businesses.

II. 
The European BIC Network -European added value

The development of areas of activity must combine the local and international dimensions.  It requires local services which not only promote the emergence of initiatives firmly rooted in the area but also encourage those initiatives to reach out to European markets.  This was the reasoning ("act locally, think globally") behind the decision to launch the European Community BIC programme in network form from the outset.

That is why, in 1985, the Centres themselves took the initiative of creating an international non‑profitmaking  Association, European Business and Innovation Centres Network (EBN), to manage the work of the BIC network.  By the beginning of 2000, the network had 200 members (see Factsheet 7), comprising 150 BICs in 20 European countries and 50 associate members in Europe and beyond. EBN is organised in national networks, generally in the form of associations, in order to enable the activity of the network to be decentralised in an efficient manner. 

The objective of the EBN is "to promote the growth of Business and Innovation Centres both within and outside the European Community".  It has a permanent team based in Brussels, which provides members with the following services:

•
Implementation, in collaboration with DG REGIO and the "EC BIC" label scheme (see Chapter IX), of a permanent quality‑assurance system for the Centres.

•
Promotion of the BIC approach vis-à-vis the national and regional authorities.

•
Providing technical assistance (see Chapter II) to its members and to the European Commission.  This assistance has proved to be essential in applying the BIC approach satisfactorily in a number of regions and has in this way brought European added value to local initiatives.  It is available to all national public authorities and sponsors for the purpose of providing back-up when new Centres are launched, monitoring existing Centres or assessing SME projects.  

Technical assistance may assume the following forms:

–
 promotion of the BIC approach vis-à-vis the partners in a new Centre;

–
 feasibility studies on the setting up of a BIC;

–
 support during the development stage of a new BIC;

–
 appraisal of the extent to which centres comply with the BIC approach;

–
 organisation of study visits to other BICs throughout Europe;

–
 assistance in reinforcing specific areas of BIC activity, such as industrial and academic spin-off, support for the creation of industrial districts, technology transfer, establishment of regional innovation strategies, etc.

•
Cultivation of links between the BICs and other SME support systems in the European Union, particularly the DG Enterprise support networks.

•
Support for participation by the Centres in European programmes aimed at promoting SMEs and assistance for interregional cooperation through European projects.

In addition, it is engaged in the following classic network activities:

•
Facilitating communication and work carried out in partnership between BICs ("BIC to BIC" cooperation): organisation of seminars, congresses and conferences, benchmarking measures, exchanges of good practice, exchanges of staff, pooling of knowhow.

•
Facilitating communication and work carried out in partnership between clients of BICs (“business-to-business” cooperation): formation of BIC subgroups based on specific sectors such as ICT (information and communication technologies) or on geographical location (e.g. BICs in coastal areas), coordination of projects aimed at international cooperation between firms, etc.

•
Information to and on BICs: regular newsletter, news on European programmes, dynamic website, up-to-date data base on specialist BIC domains, reporting of results, etc.

In addition to its task of promoting the Centres over a more extensive area, EBN contributes substantially to cooperation between its members and, in particular, logs both positive and negative experiences drawn from the entire network, thus bringing European added value to local initiatives.

Co-operation between European networks

As part of the same policy, BICs cooperate with other SME support networks promoted by the European Commission, particularly: 

•
Innovation Relay Centres (IRCs),

•
Euro Info Centres (EICs).

Extracts from the cooperation agreements with the IRCs and EICs are given in Factsheet 6.

The European Commission is also examining the possibility of extending this cooperation to other Community SME support networks.


[image: image1.wmf]
III. 
Services to SMEs in European policy

Brief history of BICs

The European Commission has promoted the concept and approach of the European Business and Innovation Centres since 1984.  During the years 1984-97, objectives and working methods were tested and fine-tuned under a pilot scheme to promote BICs, which was carried out with European Parliament backing.   The aim was to foster the emergence of innovative activities as part of local planning policy and, at the same time, unlock international markets for SMEs; to group services together in "coherent" packages; to define methods of cooperation together with the institutional and business environment; and, finally, to set up the European BIC Network (see Chapter II), which has since occupied a prime position among European networks recognised in the SME sector.

A few landmarks:

1983:
Experiment involving the SOCRAN ("Société de Création d’Activités Nouvelles") Centre in Liège (Belgium).

1984-97:
Spread of BICs throughout Europe.

1985:
Creation of the EBN Association and launch of the EC BIC network.

1991:
Setting up of the first BICs in Central Europe, in Prague and Brno (Czech Republic).

1997-98:
External evaluation of the results of the BIC programme by the European Commission.  These results confirmed the validity of the BIC approach and suggested that it should be integrated into the structural measures implemented under Community regional policy.

1999:
Publication by the European Commission of the Guidelines for Structural Fund programmes in the period 2000-06 (see below and Factsheet 1), which officially recognises BICs as regional policy instruments and recommends their use to the public authorities.

2000:
150 BICs are operational and the EBN network has notched up 15 years of activity.

The Community legal basis for reinforcing the business services sector was established in 1989 with the introduction of regional policy measures to assist local or endogenous development. Since that time, a number of policy documents adopted by the Commission have given a strong impetus to this type of measure.  The White Paper on Competitiveness, Growth and Employment (1994) recognised that business services were "one of the key components" of SME competitiveness and emphasised that "'non-physical' (i.e. knowledge-based) investment" must in future be accorded at least the same priority as physical investment. 
Subsequently, the Green Paper on Innovation (1995) emphasised the organisational factors which were essential in order to facilitate SME access to innovation services, and it designated BICs as one the instruments capable of fulfilling this role. In 1999, the European Commission Communication on the competitiveness of European enterprises in the face of globalisation stressed the importance of non-physical services to businesses.

European Commission Guidelines for Structural Funds 2000-2006

Lastly, the role of services to SMEs was recently confirmed in the European Commission Guidelines for Structural Fund programmes in the period 2000-06 (see Factsheet 1): “The significance of business support services for [....] SMEs is well established. Such services enable companies to increase their competitiveness and their capacity to identify new markets."  In this connection, the Guidelines attract attention to the example of BICs, recommending them as models of services for the launch and development of enterprises.

150 BICs: integrated services for the creation of enterprises

“Some 150 Business and Innovation Centres (BICs) successfully operate organisational models of comprehensive systems of business support services for the launch and development of innovative enterprises. Based on a public/private and local/regional partnership, BICs act in their areas as an interface between the needs of enterprises and the offer of specialised services. They also contribute to the internationalisation of firms (marketing, interregional co-operation). The spreading of BICs in all assisted areas and their more intensive use in implementing regional programmes would help further disseminate good practice in business creation and development. BICs are linked by co-operation agreements to other Community networks, such as the Innovation Relay Centres, the Euro Info Centres or the LEADER/LAG." 
(“Guidelines for programmes in the period 2000-06”, European Commission).
The “White Paper”, “Green Paper” and the “Guidelines” (see chapter III) all agree that, in a knowledge economy, the core function of these services is to effect a transfer of know‑how and skills. This equips businesses to tap into the creative resources in the economy and take the opportunities available in globalised markets. In this respect, the prime function of business service centres is to change forms of behaviour and preconceptions in the world of business and the public sector.

Maintaining a competitive position in the market is of course primarily the responsibility of the businesses themselves. However, small businesses, especially in disadvantaged areas, due to structural handicaps such as size, time, access to information and capital, lack the internal resources to master the new determinants of production and competitiveness, such as diversifying their product range, investing in R&D, introducing modern management techniques and searching opportunities for co-operation. The managers of these firms often just afford managing the production component of their firms.

That is why it is also the responsibility of public policies to provide the right business environment which allow small firms to externalise part of the their functions and take advantages of the opportunities offered by the global market.

A local and global approach to stimulating enterprise culture...

So, local business services need to be organised into a coherent whole, tailored to the local context, and nowhere more so than in industrial centres, where firms are first founded and begin to develop. It is at local level that businesses need a solid network of consistent, personalised contacts with their various service suppliers.

The Commission Guidelines lay down how best to organise these services (see box).

Given the problems businesses face in getting innovative projects off the ground, the initial contact bodies have a particularly important role to play. This is especially true of small firms, who have to juggle the manifold tasks of internal management with efforts to obtain support from external sources, either local or international. And in disadvantaged regions, such services are often sector‑specific, dispersed and conflictual. This prevents SMEs from seeing the big picture of their development needs, leaving them confused and reluctant to use service suppliers effectively.
Services should therefore be organised in a strategic approach, using intermediary organisations that can carry out a comprehensive preliminary analysis of the needs of businesses before the specialist services are called in.

A specialised tool of local development

BICs are one of the bodies providing services to small businesses and, as such, form part of local development policy. They nevertheless occupy a special position in this sector - the mechanisms they provide, their objectives, operating procedures and all the other elements making up the BICs are a unique blueprint for the sector (see appendix 4). The BIC concept has even been registered as an international trademark (see chapter IX). 

The Centres are instruments of public regional development policy and, as such, have been part of an experimental programme supported by the European Parliament and the Commission.

Because BICs perform all these roles, the European Commission, in its Guidelines for the structural programmes, presents them as an organisational model for general service support systems, to be used to create and develop innovative businesses. The Commission emphasises their role as an intermediary between small firms and specialist services, and their part in internationalising businesses, due mainly to the fact that they operate in a large network. The Guidelines stress that, as this organisational model for business services is more widely taken up, it will promote best practice for new and expanding businesses across the Community. To this end, the Guidelines suggest that, under the 2000‑06 regional programmes, the BIC strategy should be promoted in all disadvantaged areas of the European Union, while greater use should be made of the existing centres (see chapter VII).


This positive assessment, echoed by the evaluation of the BIC promotion programme (see chapter VI and fact sheet 5), has led the Commission's Directorate‑General for Regional Policy (DG REGIO) to bring to an end the experimental phase it had been overseeing since 1997 and to include the BICs in the general structural measures implemented under regional policy, thereby according the BIC concept official recognition (as expressed in the Guidelines).

How to organise business services to best serve the needs of small businesses

•
Identify the needs of the businesses: the available services should meet specific requirements, which requires a sound knowledge of local industry;

•
Create first-contact bodies - at the demand stage, small businesses generally prefer to deal with a single organisation as their first contact point, which provides them with information and advice on the possible 
services available and puts them in touch with specialist organisations;

•
Exploit complementary services offered by suppliers (general service centres, technology transfer bodies, academic/research bodies, science 
and technology parks, training centres, etc.) in order to offer the best range of services.

•
Reinforce international co-operation between services and businesses in the interests of increasing market penetration.

IV. 
The Business Innovation Centre - an integrated instrument, providing specific services

BICs adopt a proactive bottom up approach, where services are made to respond to the demand of their clients, and where they play a role of interface between demand and supply of innovation services (see chapter I). The operating methods are coherent with this role; they are the following:


It provides an integrated range of services, tailored to local needs and offering the necessary flexibility. In concrete terms, the system provides professional support to help businesses to implement the selected projects (new ventures or the expansion of existing concerns), in either the manufacturing sector or in services to industry (see chapter II).


BICs act as intermediaries between demand and supply of specialised services or, according to other definitions, as “facilitators” helping firms to apprehend the global process of innovation, or as “assemblers”, assisting firms to put together the expertise necessary for their projects.


The BICs' operations are based around providing guidance to promoterson how to develop their projects, and helping small businesses to set up and launch new activities. This mainly involves carrying out a precise analysis of their requirements, working out a strategy and business plan, and ultimately providing assistance at the project implementation stage. The BICs' mission statement is generally presented as the provision of an integrated range of services, presented as a menu from which 
companies can select the options they require (see box).

Services provided to firms

· evaluation of innovative projects and the entrepreneurs behind them;

•
strategic advice and assistance in implementing business projects, by devising suitable, high‑quality business plans (this of course applies to all aspects of a project: products, markets, organisation, financing, tax reporting, human resources, marketing, commercial strategy, etc.);

•
facilitating access to finance and partnerships;
•
helping firms to internationalise their business and find partners 
and customers in markets outside the BIC's catchment area;

•
organising regional inter‑firms co-operation (spin-offs, grouping companies, clustering, sub‑contracting, etc.);

•
placing start‑up companies in incubators, which provide them with shared resources. In this way, the BICs help to create and develop local innovative "businesses communities";

•
providing specific "entrepreneurial" training programmes, and

•
monitoring the ongoing progress of the projects.

Services provided to public bodies

•
analysing the needs of companies on behalf of regional authorities and other bodies that assist small innovative businesses ;

•
implementing measures to support small businesses under regional, national or Community development programmes;

•
launching schemes to stimulate entrepreneurship, detect original projects , disseminate innovation, etc.

b)
It exploits complementary features and synergies. The BICs provide a guiding hand for small firms in their catchment area, advising them on which other means of support or service they could or should use. To this end, they rely to a certain extent on external expertise from a pool of specialist organisations that provide advice and assistance on technology, marketing, training, accounting and tax, quality assurance, intellectual property, etc. BICs also work in harness with national networks, such as the umbrella organisations for local development agencies, business incubators, science and technology parks, specialist business services centres, chambers of commerce and industry and industrial associations. Vis‑à‑vis these bodies, BICs position themselves as partners rather than a rival operation or a parallel service.

c)
Networking: at local and regional level (building up a network of relationships), at national level (pooling the various instruments and skills), and at European level (where they form part of a Europe‑wide network, the European BIC Network, or EBN - see chapter II). The BICs are also linked to other networks run by the European Union that provide services for small businesses (see fact sheet 6).

d)
Professional management by full‑time staff with specific professional skills and substantial private sector experience (see fact sheets 4B and C). BICs draw their revenues from two sources, in average in an equal share:

–
revenues from services to businesses, and

–
revenues from services to public bodies.


The public interest function performed by the BICs does not preclude them from having sound management structures - in fact, the reverse is true.

e)
A “risk advisor” approach

The business services provided by the BICs for new and expanding companies are not intended to providing public funds, but rather helping entrepreneurs and firms who have quality projects capable to attract finance in their own right: traditional bank loans, obtained against bona fide security, but also, and above all, various types of risk capital (seed capital, early‑stage capital, venture capital, etc.). This should be reflected in the inherent quality and viability of the projects and the professionalism of their business plans and management structures, as verified and certified by the BIC management. The BIC management is thus expected to take an approach similar to that of venture capitalists, which may be more accurately called "risk‑advisors".

These operating features are the basis of the EC BIC model (see 
chapter II) More information on the operational aspects, the management methods and the services they provide in the handbook produced specially for BIC managers by the EBN.

V. 
Learning from experience: the key factors of success

The BIC approach has been consolidated in the light of experience, thus reaffirming the advantages of an integrated system of services for small firms with innovative ideas.

•
The advantage for businesses is the opportunity to work on innovative projects, for which they receive advice and assistance tailored entirely to their situation (such as the relevant management functions that are carried out for them and easier access to finance and expertise). This ultimately increases their own professionalism. And besides the confidence they gain in their ability to expand, businesses also find that the BICs enable them to break out of their isolation with regard to suppliers and peer companies, thanks to greater access to industrial and commercial partnerships, strategic alliances and networking, especially with organisations outside their home region. Overall, the BICs' operations have significantly increased the success rate of the start‑up businesses they help, with over 90% of them surviving more than five years, compared with the usual figure of around 50%.

•
The advantages for local authorities derive from the function that BICs fulfil, at both local and regional level, as public sector agents for bringing together businesses with the services they require in their early stages, with a view to regenerating local and regional economies - either by rejuvenating traditional sectors or stimulating new activities. The authorities thus have the opportunity *** to promote the entrepreneurial spirit and spread a culture of innovation, by implementing structural projects that benefit not only the small businesses themselves but also the wider industrial and economic infrastructure, and which guarantee them a maximum return on public spending, in terms of viable jobs created, either directly or indirectly. Besides fostering activity that will bring 

them increased tax receipts, the authorities also benefit from the enhanced profile of their locality or region.


In practice, the work of the BICs has helped to spread the ideas and culture embodied in their approach throughout the other public sector development agencies, as these have progressively adapted their working procedures along the lines of the BICs. This tendency has led to local skills being exploited and local business services systems improved, without unnecessarily duplicating services.


The success of the BICs in creating and expanding businesses and regenerating industrial infrastructure will become apparent in years to come, depending on how long it takes to adjust the structure of an area or region. Such potential clearly calls for long‑term public investment in BICs, in order to fully exploit the potential they offer for future development.

However, these results are wholly dependent on the existence of a number of factors for success, of which the main ones are:


•
the quality, diversity and cohesion of the partnerships established - these will both determine, and at the same time derive from, the motivation of the companies involved, their partners and shareholders, and, above all, the local authorities.

.•
the professionalism, entrepreneurial out-look and dedication of the core staff in the BICs;

•
the ability to work effectively with both private and public sectors.

Where these conditions are met, the BICs are able to perform as described below - and are thus able to fully exploit their potential for local and regional development and, with the help of the EBN association, the skills available within the network:

•
implement dynamic schemes tailored to local needs, which promote enterprise culture and identify innovative projects (in so doing, the BICs effectively market their services and secure their reputation in business circles, guaranteeing a regular flow of clients).

•
devote a substantial portion of their efforts to the equally important task of developing existing businesses, which are repositories of industrial tradition and know‑how, to balance the assistance given to new businesses;

•
instil in businesses a creative culture in the wider sense (see chapters I and IV), to meet the needs of disadvantaged regions;

•
standardise and disseminate quality control methods and methods for analysing the types of service required by businesses.

Evaluation

The independent assessment (see appendix 5) carried out on behalf of the European Commission confirmed the importance of these factors. The conclusions drawn in the report are that the initial concept of the BICs and the procedures that flow from it are still equally relevant, as regards both the needs of small businesses in disadvantaged areas and the development of innovation policies. This concept has shown itself to be suited to the intermediary function fulfilled by the BICs, matching commercial interests with public policy.


As regards the latter, the assessors recommend that the local authorities integrate the BICs more closely into their regional policies, in particular as part of schemes to help small businesses, and that they put into place the relevant technical assistance mechanisms for setting up and monitoring these Centres.

VI. 
BICs: a flexible support for SMEs

Experience has shown that the BIC initiative can be used in various contexts to support a variety of policies in favour of SMEs. It is deployed at local and regional level (to support endogenous development), at national level (to implement legislation and programmes to support, for example, newly established businesses or the spread of innovation), or at European level (for initiatives designed to promote research and development, entrepreneurial skills, equal opportunities for women establishing businesses, etc.).

It has thus been possible to extend the initiative to all regions of Europe, including parts other than the less‑favoured regions, and to use it to help the central and eastern European countries (CEECs) under the Phare programme. Ten BICs are currently operating in the CEECs. In this connection it should be pointed out that, because they are particularly well‑adapted to the needs of businesses in the European Union's less‑favoured regions, the BICs are all the better equipped to play a key role in the applicant countries - where development and support bodies are less numerous and less experienced. There, the BIC initiative could exhibit its full potential in terms of economic integration and solidarity (provided, however, that it is fully understood and supported) well beyond the experiments carried out, for example, under programmes for inter‑regional cooperation (Interreg) and economic support.

The BIC initiative is also linked to other components of European enterprise policy, and particularly the measures taken to fund SMEs - start‑up capital, venture capital, informal networks for investment ("business angels") - as well as for information, innovation, the craft sector and transferring businesses. In this connection, mention should be made of the Commission initiative aimed at instituting cooperation between the BICs and the other Community networks concerned (see appendix 6).

Lastly, the BICs act as catalysts in initiatives to exploit research findings, helping researchers set up businesses and, more broadly, on academic spin-off. These themes are fully consistent with the guidelines contained in the Fifth Framework Programme on research and development, whose objectives include making sources of technological innovation more accessible to SMEs in less‑favoured regions.

However, most of the BICs have undertaken their work primarily in the context of European regional policy (see chapter VII). Thanks to their local partnerships and their European Network, the BICs are helping to build solidarity between businesses and institutions and to strengthen economic cohesion between regions of the European Union.

VII.
BICs and European regional policy

The Commission guidelines for structural policy in 2000‑06, which gave a positive assessment of the BIC initiative and of the experience gained (see chapters III and IV as well as factsheet 1), recommend that regional programmes should encourage:

•
extension of the BIC initiative to all less‑favoured areas, and

•
more intensive use of existing BICs in implementing regional programmes.

In order to implement the guidelines, the practical implications need to be clarified:

(a) Setting up the full range of BIC services may involve several types of project:

•
organising and offering the system of services to businesses and to regional and local authorities (see chapter IV);

•
establishing financial instruments for the businesses linked to the BICs, in the form of start‑up funds, development funds, guarantee funds, etc.;

•
setting up subsidiary Centres in outlying areas;

•
investing in the construction or renovation of business incubators with joint services, both for the Centres and their subsidiaries; this investment is normally undertaken by regional and local authorities, which assign responsibility for managing the incubators to the Centres;

•
providing technical assistance, particularly to back up projects for establishing Centres, and to ensure that their activities are linked to the Structural Funds.

These projects may be devised by any BIC, newly‑established or not, and presented for public authority part‑financing, normally at regional level. They may be presented together as a new BIC's range of services, or separately to supplement an existing BIC's range.

(b) Extending the BIC approach to all disadvantaged areas highlights the appropriateness of providing such areas with structures which they do not yet have and which offer significant potential. The process may involve setting up a BIC from scratch or restructuring an existing body to act as a BIC.

In order to give projects for new centres aspiring to official recognition as BICs every chance of succeeding (see chapter IX), a number of requirements should be met and the work programme set out in appendix 4 should be followed.

(c) Making more intensive use of existing BICs is based on the principle that more public resources should be invested in the services which the Centres provide (and not in their operating costs). This particularly concerns services which can contribute towards implementing measures in favour of SMEs, as provided for in the regional programmes (see below).

(d)
In which regional policy program-mes?


The BICs' integrated services system means that they can contribute to all regional policy programmes. BIC projects - whether for new or existing Centres - can therefore be accommodated within the following programmes:

•
Within the mainstream of Community regional aid, i.e. national initiative programmes - operational program-mes (OPs) for Objective 1 areas and single programming documents (SPDs) for Objective 2 areas - in so far as the planned assistance concerns services to industry and businesses, innovation and local development. Virtually all BICs have taken part in these programmes at some time or other.

•
Within programmes under the Community Initiatives:


–
 Urban (regeneration of urban areas in crisis). It should be noted that the BICs were conceived for, and are usually located in, predominantly urban areas. It is therefore important to ensure that their potential for assisting urban economic regeneration is fully realised and that Urban does not part‑finance services which duplicate effort (e.g. incubators and innovation centres).


– 
Interreg (cross‑border, inter‑regional and transnational cooperation). Here, too, the BICs can continue to play a significant role because their European Network makes them ideally suited to involvement in internal and external inter‑regional cooperation projects.

•
In the context of the innovative measures. The BICs' natural complementarity with the regional innovation strategies (RIS) and measures such as the territorial employment pacts should be encouraged and strengthened. 

They can indeed reinforce one another: the innovative measures offer the advantage of establishing an institutional framework for guidance, programming and decision‑making in which all the public and private entities involved commit themselves to a plan for joint action, whereas from an operational point of view the BICs offer, within the same institutional framework, business service organisation systems which they can place at the disposal of the joint measure. Other measures, such as those relating to the information society or to cultural development, likewise provide scope for cooperation.

The rates of contribution from the Structural Funds are calculated in accordance with Article 29 of Regulation (EC) No 1260/1999 on the Structural Funds (see appendix 2), in relation either to total eligible costs for the project or to public or equivalent expenditure on the project.

Appendix 4 contains basic information for projects to set up or designate new BICs. Appendix 2 and 3 give the regulatory sources for part‑financing of services. For projects concerning provision of services by existing BICs, see point (a) and chapter VIII.

VIII. 
The role of regional authorities

Regional authorities' assessment factors:

With regard to projects for new BICs:

•
assess the need to set up or designate a new Centre in order to meet the needs of the area concerned; the area must be suitable for entrepreneurial work and the expected results must justify medium‑ or long‑term investment in a BIC;

•
check compliance with the specifi-cations as well as consistency and complementarity with the system of existing services.

With regard to projects for existing BICs' services:

•
determine the relevance of the proposed service programmes;

•
determine the results and added value;

•
assess interaction with other service organisations;

•
assess the need to supplement the integrated BIC system (incubators, subsidiaries, etc.);

•
take into account: the scope for local and regional networking, the balanced development of the region's existing BICs and how they interact as a network, and appropriate harmonisation between the BICs and regional programmes for innovation and SMEs.

In order to facilitate this assessment of projects which are presented to them or which they wish to undertake, regional authorities have the option of consulting the European Commission (DG REGIO) and the EBN, which provide evaluation and technical assistance.

As with all projects submitted for selection under European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) programmes, the national authorities - including at regional level - are responsible for approving or rejecting BIC projects. Those projects may relate to setting up Centres or to implementing services offered by existing Centres (see appendix 4.a and chapters IV and VII).

The BICs are called on to act as a public interface in regional development and hence to be the authorities' interlocutors. It is therefore highly desirable that the latter should structure their internal departments with a view to playing a positive role in programming and monitoring the BICs in their region.

Greater involvement of local and regional authorities in monitoring the BICs benefits all concerned by: identifying contacts within the authorities, dividing the monitoring work among the different levels (European, national, regional and local), enabling regional authorities to use EBN resources to organise inter‑regional cooperation, and promoting improvements in the quality of the services which the Centres provide to businesses.

IX. Quality control

The BIC trademark

The name "European Community Business and Innovation Centres - BIC" is a registered trademark.

Any organisation that follows the BIC methodology, whether or not it is located in a less‑favoured region and whether or not it was set up with financial assistance under regional policy, may ask for authorisation from the European Commission  to use this trademark. The Commission issues or revokes such a licence on the basis of quality certification, the guidelines for which contain the requirements referred to in chapters I, III and IV .

If authorisation is granted, the label - trademark and logo - must be included in the Centre's name, either on its own or alongside the organisation's original name (if it already existed and was converted into a BIC).

In the event of improper use, the Commission may take appropriate measures - including legal action - to protect the trademark.

Moreover, an increasing number of Centres are now certified in accordance with ISO‑type quality standards, while others comply with the total quality management (TQM) model.

The BIC name is therefore a guarantee for all organisations using its services - businesses, public authorities and partners - of compliance with the requirements of the BIC initiative.

The EBN partnership, in close cooperation with the Commission, ensures dissemination of the quality control procedures throughout the network.

Applications for a licence to use the BIC trademark must be made to the European Commission, Directorate‑General for Regional Policy, and copied to the EBN. Requests for information on the quality certification procedure may be made to these same organisations.

Appendix 1

European Commission's Guidelines for Structural Fund programmesin the period 2000-06, Part 1, Chapter II, B 

Business support services: helping enterprises to set up and develop

The significance of business support services for the successful creation, growth and transfer of enterprises, in particular SMEs, is well established. Such services enable companies to increase their competitiveness and their capacity to identify new markets. They also help to create a level playing-field in areas essential to the opening-up of the internal market, such as public procurement, where SMEs potentially have a key role to play. Measures under the Structural Funds to support such services should include assistance for technology transfer, the promotion of marketing and internationalisation (excluding direct aid linked to exports), innovation in organisation and management and assistance for the creation and development of financial instruments such as start-up capital, mutual guarantee companies, etc. As a result, the priorities should be:

•
Identifying the needs of companies: This involves identifying the type of service to be developed and the most suitable bodies to respond to the needs of firms and to support them in the implementation of their development plans. SMEs tend to have a clear preference for a single agency as the first point of contact to provide information and advice on the possibilities for assistance and to establish links with further specialised agencies. For these agencies to provide efficient assistance, targeted and customised information and services for SMEs coupled with appropriate advice must be available. 

•
Exploiting synergies: There is particular scope for greater synergies in the case of service centres, technology transfer centres, science parks, universities, research centres, etc., 

Practical support for enterprises

150 BICs: integrated services for the creation of enterprises

Some 150 Business and Innovation Centres (BICs) successfully operate organisational models of comprehensive systems of business support services for the launch and development of innovative enterprises. Based on a public/private and local/regional partnership, BICs act in their areas as an interface between the needs of enterprises and the supply of specialised services. They also contribute to the internationalisation of firms (marketing, interregional co-operation). The spreading of BICs in all less-favoured areas and their more intensive use in implementing regional programmes would help further disseminate good practice in business creation and development. BICs are linked by cooperation agreements to other Community networks, such as the Innovation Relay Centres, the Euro Info Centres and Leader LAGs.

(“The Structural Funds and their co-ordination with the Cohesion Fund: Guidelines for programmes in the period 2000-06”, European Commission).

which often operate in an uncoordinated manner. Co-operation can help to improve the quality of the services provided, in particular though effective staff training and the dissemination of best practice (including via the Internet) and the encouragement of a strong customer orientation.

•
Reinforcing international co-operation: This involves promoting cooperation between firms to develop the European and international dimension of their business in order to build a more solid position in the single European market.

As well as public support services for enterprises, the private business services sector — consisting of computer, marketing, technical, recruitment and other professional and commercial services — makes an important contribution to improving the competitiveness of enterprises, as well as being a significant source of employment in its own right (the sector is estimated to represent 10% of total employment in the Union). 

Business services have tended to concentrate in the more prosperous and central regions, as that is where demand for such services has been strongest. Programmes under the Structural Funds should seek to identify the constraints on a more balanced availability of business services. Policies to achieve this could include the identification of the demand for business services in the regions, the development of suitable human resources and the promotion of the information society as a business support tool.

Appendix 2

Regulation (EC) No 1260/1999 of 21 June 1999, laying down general provisions on the Structural Funds, Article 29

Co-financing arrangements

1. The contribution of the Funds shall be differentiated in the light of the following: 

(a)
the gravity of the specific problems, in particular of a regional or social nature, to be tackled by the assistance;

(b)
the financial capacity of the Member State concerned, taking into account in particular its relative prosperity and the need to avoid excessive increases in budget expenditure;

(c)
within the framework of the objectives of the Funds set out in Article 1, the importance attaching to the assistance and the priorities from the Community viewpoint, where appropriate, for the elimination of inequalities and the promotion of equality between men and women and for the protection and improvement of the environment, principally through the application of the precautionary principle, of the principle of preventive action, and the polluter-pays principle;

(d)
the importance attaching to the assistance and priorities from the regional and national viewpoint;

(e)
the particular characteristics of the type of assistance and priority concerned, to take account of the needs identified by the ex-ante evaluation, in particular with regard to human resources and employment;

(f)
the optimum utilisation of financial resources in the financing plans, including the combination of public and private resources, the use made of appropriate financial instruments in accordance with Article 10(2), and the choice of forms of financing as set out in Article 28(3).

Where the contribution of the ESF is differentiated in accordance with Article 16(1), this shall be done taking account of the needs identified by the ex-ante evaluation, notably in the field of human resources and employment.

2. 
The contribution from the Funds shall be calculated in relation to either the total eligible cost, or the total public or similar eligible expenditure (national, regional or local, and Community) under each assistance package.

3. 
The contribution of the Funds shall be subject to the following ceilings: 

(a)
a maximum of 75% of the total eligible cost and, as a general rule, at least 50% of eligible public expenditure in the case of measures carried out in the regions covered by Objective 1. Where the regions are located in a Member State covered by the Cohesion Fund, the Community contribution may rise, in exceptional and duly justified cases, to a maximum of 80% of the total eligible cost and to a maximum of 85% of the total eligible cost for the outermost regions and for the outlying Greek islands which are under a handicap due to their distant location;

(b)
a maximum of 50% of the total eligible cost and, as a general rule, at least 25% of eligible public expenditure in the case of measures carried out in areas covered by Objective 2 or 3.

In the case of investment in firms, the contribution of the Funds shall comply with the ceilings on the rate of aid and on combinations of aid set in the field of State aids.

4. 
Where the assistance concerned entails the financing of revenue-generating investments, the contribution from the Funds to these investments shall be determined in the light of their intrinsic characteristics, including the size of the gross self-financing margin which would normally be expected for the class of investments concerned in the light of the macro-economic circumstances in which the investments are to be implemented, and without there being any increase in the national budget effort as a result of the contribution by the Funds.

In any event, the contribution of the Funds shall be subject to the following ceilings:

(a)
in the case of investment in infrastructure generating substantial net revenue, the contribution may not exceed:


(i)
40% of the total eligible cost in the regions covered by Objective 1, which may be increased by not more than an extra 10% in the Member States covered by the Cohesion Fund;


(ii)
25% of the total eligible cost in the areas covered by Objective 2;


(iii)
these rates may be increased by an amount for forms of finance other than direct assistance, provided that this increase does not exceed 10% of the total eligible cost;

(b)
in the case of investments in firms, the contribution may not exceed:


(i)
35% of the total eligible cost in the regions covered by Objective 1;


(ii)
15% of the total eligible cost in the areas covered by Objective 2;


(iii)
in the case of investments in small and medium-sized undertakings, these rates may be increased by an amount for forms of finance other than direct assistance, provided that this increase does not exceed 10% of the total eligible cost.

5. 
References in paragraphs 3 and 4 to the regions and areas covered by Objectives 1 and 2 shall also be construed as references to regions or areas receiving on the one hand transitional support pursuant to Article 6(1) and support pursuant to Article 7(4) and on the other hand support pursuant to Article 6(2) respectively.

6. 
The measures carried out on the Commission's initiative referred to in Articles 22 and 23 may be financed at a rate of 100% of the total cost. The measures carried out on behalf of the Commission referred to in Article 23 shall be financed at a rate of 100% of the total cost.

7. 
The rates in this Article shall apply to technical assistance measures within the framework of programming and to the Community Initiatives.

Appendix 3

Regulation (EC) No 1261/1999 of 21 June 1999 on the European Regional Development Fund, Article 2

Scope

1. As part of its tasks as defined in Article 1, the ERDF shall contribute towards the financing of:

(a) productive investments to create and safeguard sustainable jobs;

(b) investment in infrastructure:


(i)
which, in regions covered by Objective 1, helps to increase the economic potential, develop-ment, structural adjustment and creation or maintenance of sus-tainable jobs in those regions, including investment in infrastruc-ture contributing to the establish-ment and development of trans-European networks in the areas of transport, telecommunications and energy infrastructures taking into account the need to link to the central regions of the Community regions suffering from a structural handicap because of their insular, landlocked or peripheral status;


(ii)
which, in regions and areas by Objectives 1 and 2 or the Community initiatives referred to in Article 20(1)(a) and (b) of Regulation (EC) No 1260/1999, concerns the diversification of economic sites and industrial areas suffering from decline, the renewal of depressed urban areas and the revitalisation of and improved access to rural areas and areas dependent on fisheries; investments in infra-structure where modernisation or regeneration is a prerequisite for the creation or development of job-creating economic activities, including infrastructure links on which the development of such activities depends; 

(c) the development of endogenous potential by measures which encourage and support local development and employment initiatives and the activities of small and medium-sized enterprises, involving in particular:


(i)
assistance towards services for enterprises, in particular in the fields of management, market studies and research and services common to several enterprises;


(ii)
financing the transfer of technology, including in particular the collection and dissemination of information, common organisation between enterprises and research establishments and financing the implementation of innovation in enterprises;


(ii)
improvement of access by enterprises to finance and loans, by creating and developing appropriate financing instru-ments, as referred to in Article 28 of Regulation (EC) No 1260/1999;


(iv)
direct aid to investment as defined in Article 28(3) of Regulation (EC) No 1260/1999 where no aid scheme exists;


(iii)
the provision of infrastructure on a scale appropriate to local and employment development;


(vi)
aid for structures providing neighbourhood services to create new jobs but excluding measures financed by the European Social Fund (ESF);

(d) technical assistance measures as referred to in the second subparagraph of Article 2(4) of Regulation (EC) No 1260/1999.

In the regions designated under Objective 1, the ERDF may contribute towards the financing of investment in education and health that is beneficial to the region’s structural adjustment.

2. In application of paragraph 1, the financial contribution of the ERDF shall support inter alia the following:

(a) 
the productive environment, in particular to increase competitiveness and sustainable investment by firms, especially the small and medium-sized enterprises, and to make regions more attractive, particularly by improving the standard of their infrastructure;

(b) 
research and technical development with a view to promoting the introduction of new technologies and innovation and the strengthening of research and technological development capacities contributing to regional development;

(c) 
the development of the information society;

(d) 
the development of tourism and cultural investment, including the protection of cultural and natural heritage, provided that they are creating sustainable jobs;

(e)
the protection and improvement of the environment, in particular taking account of the principles of precaution and preventative action in support of economic development, the clean and efficient utilisation of energy and the development of renewable energy resources; 

(f) 
equality between women and men in the field of employment, principally through the establishment of firms and through infrastructure or services enabling the reconciliation of family and working life;

(g) 
transnational, cross-border and inter-regional cooperation on sustainable regional and local development.

Appendix 4.a

Setting up a BIC

Basic conditions

A 
decision to set up a new BIC must be based on a long-term commitment to improving the regional economy through the development of innovative businesses. A local public/private partnership may set up a BIC, either inside or outside a region or area receiving ERDF aid, provided that it fulfils certain conditions. The partnership may decide:

•
to set up a totally new body, or

•
to convert an existing, professionally competent body to take on the BIC approach and functions (see Chapters I and IV to VIII). This has increasingly been the case in recent years, and has prevented any duplication of bodies providing support to SMEs.

To be eligible, a project for a new BIC must fulfil two essential conditions:

1. The advantages a BIC will bring to the area concerned must be demonstrated. The following should be taken into consideration:

•
the potential for developing or creating businesses;

•
the structure of the demand for services from businesses of all sizes;

•
the structure of the local supply of services to entrepreneurs, to micro-businesses and SMEs and how well it meets demand, based principally on:

– a description of existing bodies and the services they provide,

– an analysis of the demand for services from entrepreneurs, micro-businesses and SMEs and how well that demand is met,

– an assessment of the added-value that a general interface such as a BIC would bring to existing services. It is important to avoid duplication of or interference in the activities of any other bodies of the same type already active in the area. Any project to set up a BIC must therefore be approved by EBN and/or the EBN National Committee concerned.

2. The Centre must be adapted to the conditions, features and concepts set out in Chapters I and IV to VIII, with particular reference to partnerships, tasks, target markets and staff selection and recruitment procedures. Practical information on the procedures is given below.

In order to maximise the chances of success, it is recommended that the promoters call on specialised technical assistance, to be included in the cost of the project, during the start‑up phase in order to take advantage of existing know‑how. To do this, they can apply to the EBN Association (see Chapter II), which has valuable experience in this field.

Financial conditions

In areas receiving aid under European regional policy, the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) can part-finance projects to set up BICs, provided that the regional policy programming (see Chapter VIII) contains measures to improve the supply of services to businesses, innovation services or local development services. It is the national authorities, usually at regional level, who select the projects to be included in the operational programmes (OPs) or the single programming documents (SPDs) to receive ERDF assistance.

Average annual cost of a new centre: 


750 000  €

Cost of converting an existing body to take on the BIC approach: 
300 000 to 500 000 €

Cost of technical assistance (for an average of two years): 
10 000 to 15 000 €

The ERDF can part-finance the cost of setting up a BIC for a short period (two to three years) on a degressive basis (Article 29 of Regulation (EC) No 1260/1999), at a rate that varies in accordance with the eligibility criteria of the region concerned. 

In addition to this part-financing, the BIC may continue to receive ERDF financing, but strictly as remuneration for the services it provides.

A regional authority taking a decision on a project may ask for advice from the European Commission (Directorate-General for Regional Policy).

Appendix 4.b

Suggested organisation chart of a fully operational European business and innovation centre

•
On average, the staff of a fully operational BIC should comprise eight to ten persons, whose tasks should be allocated as set out below. The staff complement of a centre will naturally depend on its stage of development and the specific strategic choices made by its managers.

•
The managing director and his/her team are responsible for the operation of the centre, under the authority of a board of directors (which should reflect the public/private partnership underlying the centre) and its chair.


The board of directors defines the powers to be delegated to the managing director, whose profile (described in Fact sheet 4.C) will typically be that of an experienced company manager. The same background is recommended for the other staff.

•
The centre will take on the staff required to provide the services set out in Chapter IV. At launch, the minimum staff must comprise the managing director, two managers and secretarial staff. The staff must be able, as a minimum, to promote/communicate and identify projects and provide evaluation, strategic guidance and back-up services for projects and entrepreneurs.

Then, as the centre begins to pick up speed, it will have to increase its permanent staff so as to increase its capacity and extend its range of services.


- putting together financial packages for projects;


- finding partners;


- cooperation between businesses;


- business incubators;


- specific business training;


- project monitoring;


- services to local authorities (studies, etc.).

Appendix 4.c
Recruitment of the managing director of a BIC

Procedure

In order to give the best guarantee of the Centre's professionalism and success, the procedure should be as follows. The BIC should:

•
use an open procedure to find candidates for the position of managing director, preferably through a specialised agency and using the description of tasks and profile given below and should notify the European Commission;

•
send  the curricula vitae of its shortlisted candidates;

•
organise personal interviews in order to make a final choice.

Any later change in managing director should follow the same procedure. The managing director selects and recruits the staff reporting to him.

The BIC's board of directors must ensure that the salary offered is adequate for the professional capacity required for running the centre.

Tasks

Reporting directly to the board of directors, the managing director will be responsible for:

•
implementing the centre's strategy;

•
ensuring the coordination, organisation and general planning of activities;

•
reporting to the board of directors and managing relations with promoters and partners;

•
ensuring the recruitment and manage-ment of staff and managing the centre's human resources

•
guaranteeing the quality of the services provided and ensuring that the businesses and authorities benefiting from the centre's services are satisfied;

•
ensuring the promotion and develop-ment of the centre's strategy and activities in the medium term in accordance with the model specification for BICs.

Profile and experience

•
university degree;

•
significant experience, of at least five to ten years, as a successful manager in business, preferably in an SME;

•
particular knowledge of marketing, business strategy, innovation, finance and the management of complex projects;

•
proven leadership, dynamic and creative personality;

•
negotiating skills, ability to organise, convince and motivate;

•
keen sense of organisation;

•
a command of written and spoken English or French is required;

•
ideally, aged between 35 and 45;

•
a knowledge of the economic and social situation in the centre's area and of the workings of public administration would be an advantage.

Appendix 5

European Commission - 

Directorate-General for Regional Policy

External evaluation study of the BIC programme (1984-97)

Main conclusions

Compared with similar organisations, BICs carry out outstanding work and are in tune with the needs of small businesses and potential entrepreneurs in the less-favoured regions. This is thanks to a common model governed by Community standards, a European network and an evaluation procedure, all rewarded by a European quality label.

Their integrated business advisory services are perfectly suited to the development of innovative policies in the Member States which has allowed them to participate in the implementation of Structural Funds measures and in other Community programmes in favour of SMEs, including ERDF Article 10 pilot projects.

The public/private partnerships that support BICs, usually with a majority public interest, can have a great influence at the interface between public policy and private interests. At the same time, operational BICs get their resources to implement measures in favour of SMEs both from the market, i.e. by providing services to businesses, and from public bodies. A large portion of BICs also have access to risk-capital for financing innovative projects.

The European BIC network has acquired a strong identity compared with other Community networks and has achieved much in internationalising businesses. Thanks to the network, the Commission and the Member States have achieved excellent results in terms of returns on investments.

Main recommendations

As the EU's commitment to social and economic development increases, BICs must be closely involved in regional policy, especially in measures to promote business innovation and inter-regional 

To that end, BICs should better exploit their local and regional potential by improving and adapting their management, targets and working practices, i.e, by extending the analysis of the needs of their areas and the small firms there, adopting a more market-oriented approach to their promotional activities, increasing the proportion of services intended to assist existing SMEs compared with that to assist the creation of new SMEs, being more selective as regards the projects receiving advice, disseminating best practices more widely and adopting a broader definition of innovation that is not linked solely to technology.

In order to promote the integration of BICs and the Structural Funds, both the Commission and Member States should maintain a technical assistance task force for the creation of new BICs and the improvement of existing ones, in order to guarantee the Community added-value in terms of quality and Community orientation that has characterised the BICs network so far.

Appendix 6

European Commission -

Directorate-General for Regional Policy

Directorate-General for Information Society - 

Agreement on co-operation between the BIC and the IRC networks

(extracts)

Business and innovation centres (BIC) and innovation relay centres (IRC) are networks created by the European Commission, on the initiative respectively of the Directorate-General for Regional Policy and the Directorate-General for the Information Society. The complementary nature of the two networks offers huge potential for increasing synergy and cooperation. 



        (...)

3. Potential effects of synergy

There is a wide range of opportunities for solid and fruitful cooperation between IRCs and BICs, thanks, above all, to their strong presence on the ground, their links with local SMEs, and their common commitment to innovation. Business development and technology transfer are strongly linked: very often technological innovation is the driving force in business growth, while, at the same time, business services may be needed to allow the full financial benefits to be drawn from such innovation.

•
BICs can help IRCs adapt technologies that businesses cannot yet introduce to allow their use for more advanced technological activities.

•
IRCs can help BICs provide assistance to SMEs on innovation and technology, by helping businesses find the specific technology they need to improve their performance.

•
Both BICs and IRCs are in contact with innovative businesses, which often need to gain access to international markets and are looking for various forms of partnership to allow them to realise their full potential.

•
They can help interested businesses to participate in European RTD programmes or in ERDF-funded programmes by directing them towards the most appropriate network.

•
In addition, the two networks can easily cooperate to assist businesses with their contacts with investors: IRCs can identify projects with significant potential for innovation and BICs can help businesses draw up their business plans.

These are just a few examples of the synergies that could be developed between BICs and IRCs. The results of cooperation would be an improvement in the quality of the services provided by both networks, more efficient support for local SMEs and optimum use of the public resources invested in the two organisations.

4. Decision

In order to achieve these objectives, the two Directorates-General:

1. Recognise the advantages that exploitation of their complementary nature and the development of synergy would bring to BICs, IRCs and SMEs.

2. Decide to actively encourage IRC and BICs to strengthen and develop cooperation on the ground, in the light of the examples given above, by:

•
identifying and disseminating best cooperation practices;

•
exchanging expertise concerning the roles and tasks fulfilled by each organisation;

•
promoting each other's activities;

•
organising joint projects or events;

•
directing SMEs towards the most appropriate organisations, depending on the kind of support required;

•
establishing an electronic data-communications system linking the members of the two networks;

3. Undertake to implement a joint measure to rationalise the structures of their networks to support innovation.

The Directors-General of the two Directorates-General ask their respective departments to implement this Agreement, with, inter alia, the support of the EBN (European BIC Network) and the IRC Coordination Unit, and to submit a report on implementation at the end of each year.

Eneko LANDABURU
Robert VERRUE

European Commission - 

Directorate-General for Regional Policy /Directorate-General for Enterprise - 

Co-operation agreement between the BICs network and the EIC network

Small, and particularly micro, business have a key role to play in economic growth and the creation of jobs in Europe. Access to relevant information and assistance services is, however, vital if small firms are to benefit fully from the potential and opportunities offered by Community legislation, programmes and Initiatives. While there are abundant high-quality services on offer in these fields, they are too often little known and too difficult of access for small firms.

At the same time, access to advisory services, particularly concerning management, markets, innovation and finance, is a strategic factor which helps small firms succeed in the market place.

The European Commission and the Council have frequently expressed the desire to help improve these services. 

To that end, the Directorate-General for Regional Policy and the Directorate-General for Enterprise have made specific contributions in these fields by setting up European networks to help small firms

•
the network of Euro Info Centres (EIC), which act as general suppliers of information and advice on Community matters and which, according to the Council decision, are intended to act as the “first stop for acces to information”;

•
the network of European Business and Innovation Centres (BICs), which are instruments for regional development whose task is to provide integrated systems of advisory services for the creation and development of innovative firms and to implement cooperation between firms (clusters, spin-off, internationalisation, etc.).

The two Directorates-General recognise:

•
the importance and about the Community and all those providing advisory services for firms;

•
the complementary nature of the network of Euro Info Centres (EIC) and the network of European Business and Innovation Centres (BICs), as demonstrated by one-off episodes of cooperation.

To make such cooperation more frequent while respecting the special features and autonomy of their networks, the two Directorates-General wish to provide active support to improving cooperation and the coordination of activities between the two networks at local level and have instructed their technical assistance bureaux to put this cooperation into practice by encouraging in particular:

•
the identification of good practice in active cooperation at local level between EIC and BICs;

•
the exchange of requests between EIC and BICs depending on their nature and in the light of their responsibilities;

•
the reciprocal promotion of the activities of the two networks;

•
joint participation by the technical assistance bureaux and members of the two networks in the design of information products and the organisation of events;

•
the search for complementarity in designing training programmes;

•
establishing computer links encouraging communication between the members of the two networks and their support structures.

The two Directorates-General have instructed their staff to achieve the goals set out above and submit a report assessing the measures taken by the end of this year.

Eneko Landaburu
Michel Vanden ABEELE
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