T. Thomassen , I. Serapinaite. REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT: EXPERIENCES - APPROACHES - MODELS

European Office

Hordaland County Council (Norway)

1. INTRODUCTION


The globalisation of the world economy, together with the development of the knowledge-based economy, has made a great influence to the design of strategies for economic and regional development. The principal shifts, in a number of countries, have been deregulation and decentralisation which lead to the self-governance of regions; thus the decrease of influence of national decision-making bodies, and the increase of responsibilities of local institutions, to economic and regional development leads to the greater autonomy of individual regions. 


As a consequence, various regions respond to global changes in the manner which corresponds to both national and local conditions; thus every region develops an individual model for regional development based on  geographical, political, economic, scientific and socio-cultural patterns. In the EU-countries, the politics of structural funds plays a considerable role in the development of regions, as well as the determination of the priorities and strategies for regions; while in Norway, the actors and instruments also rest on the regional level. In Hordaland, the Hordaland County Council, in co-operation with other decision-making bodies, outlines political directions and specifies priority areas for the development of the region, while the State Regional Development Fund provides a financial mechanism for the implementation of plans and strategies. 


Every region has different priorities and strategies for economic and regional development; therefore it is impossible to come up with a model which could suit various a regions. The Strategic Plan for Economic and Regional Development 2000-2003 (SNP, Strategisk Næringsplan) defines Hordaland as the region of innovation and entrepreneurship; the main challenge for Hordaland is to develop the public sector which would encourage and facilitate the development of the private sector, with the special focus on innovation-based and knowledge-intensive enterprises. The SNP puts a special emphasis on the needs of the users, therefore small and medium size enterprises (SMEs) are expected to take an active part in the preparation of the SNP.


Partnership is an approach to the economic and regional development in Hordaland. Since innovation-oriented and knowledge-based activities, to a large extent, depend on information / knowledge exchange, the main goal with co-operation is to encourage various forms of partnerships / networks. Inter-region and inter-sector links with local authorities, funds, academic institutions and innovation networks are established in order to explore and exploit possibilities for training, research, and entrepreneurship. The main idea with partnerships is to share information and experience and, in such a way, to exchange, codify and systematise various forms of knowledge which can later be incorporated into new processes and projects.      

It is not possible to develop one model for economic and regional development which could suit various regions. However, it is possible to indicate some of the principles, which might be suitable and useful for various  regions. In this paper, we will therefore focus on the thinking which underlies economic and regional development in Hordaland. The first part of the presentation is therefore devoted to the concept of Hordaland as a learning region. The main actors, instruments and principles which influence the economic and regional development in Hordaland are listed in the middle part of the paper; a special emphasis is placed on information / knowledge exchange competence development and  information / communication technologies (ICTs). Since partnership / network is one of the main element in economic and regional development, we devote some attention to the presentation of various types of partnerships, both cross-sector and inter-regional, and analyse their implications. The importance of partnership / network as am element in economic and regional development is considered in the last part of the paper.

2. APPROACH: LEARNING IN REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT

The basis for innovation and change in modern knowledge-intensive economies is information exchange and competence development. Such thinking stresses the value of learning, continual and interactive, for regions, institutions and individuals. In border-free global economy, as Florida (1996) argues, the main criteria for the definition of regions / companies should be the access to, and use of, knowledge bases. The variety of knowledge forms and combinations (know what, know why, know who and know how) are important to economic activity, as Lundvall (1994) points; much of the economic growth depends on information, competence and co-operation. «As a direct effect of convergence and globalisation, the borders between regions and industries are simultaneously eroding», according to European Directives1. The progress in economic and regional development are often conditioned by the degree of inter-region and -sector co-operation and common learning.


The concept of learning was introduced to the context of regional development as a consequence of the increased focus on innovation and entrepreneurship which were considered to be the basis for regional development. The studies of «successful regions» in both USA and Europe revealed that the key factors for economic and regional development were networks, partnerships and collective learning processes. According to Terje Stabæk, innovation in the economic activities means a continual process of small improvements of products, processes and services which usually occurs as a result of interaction between people and institutions (10-1). The factors which influence learning processes in institutions, as Lundvall (1992) indicates, are education systems, incentives for learning, organisational capacities for learning, access to relevant information, abilities for learning, both in regard to individuals and institutions, and the application of knowledge. According to Amdam and Amdam (2000), learning is a central variable in both organisational and regional development processes, meaning that knowledge which is gained through different stages of activities, should constantly be revised, updated and incorporated  into further projects and plans.    


The learning aspect is especially important for the planning and development processes on the regional level. If, on the individual level, the imperative of learning means the individual ability to constantly improve the know-how and incorporate various forms of knowledge, competence and experience, on the organisational level, learning also means the establishment of routines and processes which guarantee the incorporation of knowledge and the distribution of experiences among departments, organisations and institutions. On the regional level, it is therefore necessary to establish partnerships / networks and develop models for co-operation in order to prepare development programmes and strategic economic development plans. The aim with such collective learning / development processes in the regions of Norway, as Sæbek (13-4) indicates, is:

· to distribute «best practices» across organisations / regions,

· to establish networks and partnerships across industry sectors, administrative levels and geographical areas,

· to identify knowledge needs and solutions to obtain it,

· to secure that regional apparatus channels resources in order to develop the institutional partnerships,

· to agree upon routines and channels for the collect information / knowledge / experience,

· to initiate both horizontal (internally in the institutions / regional partnerships) and vertical (between administrative levels) communication.  


In order to further discuss how the learning principle is incorporated into the SNP Hordaland 2000-2003, it is necessary to briefly present main idea with the cluster approach as well as the economic specifics of the region of Hordaland. The cluster thinking penetrates the economic perspective to regional development and, as follows, industrial and innovation policies. 

3. CLUSTER APPROACH: LOCAL PARTNERSHIPS / NETWORKS


In order to explain the cluster approach, a historical perspective should be introduced.  Industrial policies, after the Second World War, could be divided into several periods (Jacobs, 1999):

· late 1940/1950s: initial policies (post-war reconstruction and the introduction of new production / organisation methods,

· 1960 / early 1970s: growth policy (the development of business cycles rather than the generic structure of economy),

· 1970s: defensive industrial policy (managing the decline of industries in crisis),

· 1980s: offensive technology policies (the stimulation of new advanced technologies),

· 1990s: cluster2 / network policies (based on the specifics of the industrial structures).         

The last phase is particularly important, because of the emergence of more particularised approaches to national / regional economies. If, several decades ago, industrial policy was to back-up all economic sectors, especially those which were weak, in the 1990s, authorities started to focus merely on national / regional strengths, i.e. specific industrial sectors or business activities which gained the country recognition in the world market. In such a way, instead of economic activities, where the main characteristics were imitation and cost, cluster policies lead to economic activities, where the main characteristics became differentiation and specialisation. This is especially important in the discussion on economic and regional development, because every country / region has its specific pattern (Jacobs, 1999).


In Norway, Hordaland is the fastest growing region, because of the successful combination of natural resources and cluster policies. According to the statistical data of Bergen Chamber of Commerce and Industry3 , more than 2/3 of the GNP of Norway is created in the region of Hordaland, with most income generated by energy and fish industries. The region, whose population is about 200,000 inhabitants, offers more than 115,000 workplaces; 13,000 of them are created by SMEs in the city of Bergen. In addition to access to such resources as oil, gas, fish and others, the strengths of the region are highly qualified workforce, strong research milieu and highly developed partnerships / networks. The consistence of regional partnerships / networks might as follows (ibid):

· energy network: crude oil terminals, drilling, production / operation, refinement / processing, industrial estates, supply bases /shipyards, emergency preparedness, contractors, training,

· maritime sector (related activities): oil / gas, fishery, research and development (R&D), finance / insurance, ICTs, museums / culture,

· tourism partnership: travel agencies / consultants, transport companies, accommodation branch (hotels), congresses / trade fairs, excursion bureaux, and ICT consultants (advertising on the Internet),

· ICT cluster: IT consultants (producers / suppliers), telecommunications (teleoperators), media (advertising agencies, film / TV production), multimedia, printed media), organisations / institutions (media, IT and telecommunications) and research /education (media, IT and telecommunications),

· services: building / construction, personal, commercial, both public and private health / social and distribution services.  


These two concepts, the cluster-orientation and the learning imperative, underlie the SNP Hordaland 2000-2003. 

4. HORDALAND: STRATEGIC PLAN FOR ECONOMIC AND REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT


The SNP Hordaland 2000-2003 is the result of the process where both the private and public sector in common have outlined the economic policies in Hordaland. The aim with the SNP is to use the resources of the region in order contribute to the development in the all parts of the region»,  states the SNP. During the process, actors have defined their tasks and responsibilities:

· «the private sector will be responsible for SMEs, as well as the creation of, and innovation in, enterprises. The private sector is responsible for the contribution to the development of the infrastructure in the region;

· the public sector will be responsible for the development of framework for enterprises. The main responsibilities are the development of infrastructure in regard to transport, education, health care and local society».  


Major directions for the economic and regional development of Hordaland, as it is clear from the SNP 2000-2003, were outlined in the forum for the industrial companies, academic institutions and administrative bodies of the region. In the analysis of the regional socio-economic situation, the partnership identified the following characteristics: a great number of SMEs, great share in the national export, a small number of innovative enterprises / entrepreneurship and considerable demographic and socio-economic differences in various parts of the region. AS a consequence, the following strategies were identified:

· the focus on natural resources/ milieu,

· the stimulation of innovation and entrepreneurship,

· competence development as well as the active use of knowledge,

· orientation towards internationalisation,

· improved communication solutions

-transport connections,

-development / use of ICT,

· the public sector which encourages the private sector,

· competitive, yet integrative, local society,

· the development of the effective regional partnership / network,

· the need for annual evaluation and redefinition of strategies.


The new foci for 2000-2003, in comparison to previous plans for economic and regional development, is innovation / entrepreneurship and internationalisation. In order to encourage innovation / entrepreneurship and internationalisation,  it is necessary to exchange information about the best practices with other organisations / institutions in Europe. The necessity to cope with international competition as well as to conceptualise the EEC/ EU as the home market points to such needs as information / knowledge exchange, establishment of partnerships / networks and participation in various initiatives / programmes of the  EU.  The body which facilitates such undertakings, is the European Office at Hordaland County Council. Established in 1996 as an experiment in order to strengthen the international orientation of Hordaland region, the European Office has become the principal office which provides competence about the EEC / EU issues as well as services for individuals, SMEs, academic institutions and public authorities.   

5. INTERNATIONAL PARTERSHIPS / NETWORKS

The European Office at HCC has become an important actor in economic and regional development which focuses, mainly, on the establishment of the international platform for economic activities. Network, liaison and competence for economic activities are developed due to various projects on the international level; yet it is important that projects are primarily based on the analysis of regional needs. EO is a service provider for specific target groups, which are industrial companies, universities, R&D institutes, SMEs, vocational training colleges and social partners; industrial sectors of special importance are energy (gas, oil, hydroelectric power), maritime industry, aquaculture and fishery, processing and data technologies. Such a variety of contacts in respect to institutions and sectors leads to inter-disciplinary research projects, as well as competence development and personnel training in respect to specific needs of regional industries.  The EO at HCC, in more detail, is responsible for: 

· up-to-date information about EEC and EU directives and regulations,

· active promotion of and participation in EU programmes,   

· networking /partnerships with industrial clusters and geographical regions,

· competence development and technology transfer for economic activities,

· mobility / placements (apprentices, students, managers, instructors) in various regions of Europe, 

· guidance and consulting.


Higher education institutions are encouraged to prepare students for employment and competition, while companies are advised to take innovative attitudes to production technologies and resource management as well as to develop competence in their workforce. For such purposes, EO offers universities and companies the access to databases of interest (courses, partners, networks, products, EU programmes, etc.) Since EO also organises the exchange of students and staff, experts of various professional levels/activity sectors improve their skills during placements in other countries of Europe. EO co-operates with industrial companies, academic institutions, professional organisations, etc. in order to transfer methodologies and technologies developed elsewhere to regional partners. The implication is that regional innovation system depends not only on competence development and infrastructure establishment, but also links with wider international networks. 


It might be noticed that the function of EO is to facilitate not only the mobility of people, but also the transfer of knowledge. The main objective with partnership / networking activities is to establish networks and offer services which enable local companies to exchange information, develop competence and transfer technologies on local, regional, national and international dimensions. In Hordaland and Thuringia, for instance, both EO and TZE (Technologiezentrum Erfurt) occupy central positions in regard to the access to research, governmental and business infrastructures and networks; both partners have entered into co-operation with regional industries, research institutes and local authorities. The key functions of WNTP and TZE are advisory, such as:

· to encourage local institutes to participate in international collaborative research, 

· to increase the co-operation between industry and science by promoting joint R&D projects,

· to facilitate co-operation between the private and public sectors,

· to enable trainee/personnel mobility and competence development,

· to organise data bases and access to expertise from other regions/countries,

· to transfer experience and know-how between companies/regions,

· to establish access to expertise and services in other regions/countries,

· to serve as an international contact point for their partners. 


Having established knowledge bases, links to local infrastructure and Europe-wide networks, both EO and TZE act as consultants for training, research and business opportunities. It is important to notice that both partners have both similar and complementary competence. 

6. PARTNERSHIP / NETWORK AS A WORK FORM

It is necessary to note that the EU-funded programmes, such as COMETT, LEONARDO DA VINCI and 5th FRAMEWORK, constitute the mechanism for the development of international partnerships / networks. Often, the EU-funded programmes are the only financial source for the mobility of and competence development in human resources. EU grants for joint projects serve as investments in a mechanism for co-operation, while stimuli for development come from student and personnel exchange. Exchange students, for instance, are often motivated to improve not only their professional skills, but also their social competence and networks. Due to personal contacts with institutions, companies and organisations, regional links are also consolidated. Following such principles, both partners increase effectiveness with reduced operational costs.  In order to share our experience how international partnerships / networks are developed, we include several examples.  

6.1 THE COMMET PROGRAMME, 1991-1995


In 1991, the first application for COMETT programme was delivered. The COMETT programme stressed the importance of networking, both on local and international dimensions. Having received a positive response and financial support from EU, the WNTP (Western Norway Training Partnership later turned into the EO) established links between universities and enterprises in four counties of Western Norway; its functions were to organise student placement, staff exchange and training courses. The COMETT made it clear that student placements could be used to establish and consolidate links between regions. The WNTP realised the importance of such placements and motivated students to work as liaison officers; thus, beside their practical training, students fulfilled a representative function in opening doors for and developing links with universities, research institutes and companies in various regions. The exchange of trainees, researchers and staff resulted into the establishment of a strong network between co-operation regions of Hordaland.  

6.2 LEONARDO DA VINCI PROGRAMME, 1995-2001

The aim of the LEONARDO DA VINCI PROGRAMME is «to prepare for the 21st century by improving the quality of vocational training systems and their capacity for innovation which are key factors for mastering technological and industrial change and its impact upon work organisation and the competitiveness of enterprises»4. Following the EU policy on initial and continual vocational training, mobility is encouraged in order to improve the quality and innovation of national vocational training systems on all levels via exchange. The mobility of individuals / knowledge contributes to the more knowledge-intensive and competition-prepared economic development. The aim with the exchange in not only to improve the professional preparation in all levels and types of individuals, but also raise the linguistic and cultural competence. Another aim is to improve the access to the competence, specific to some industries / sectors / regions or to encourage the development of interdisciplinary, innovative projects. The EO, in the year 2001, has received the financial grants for the 77 applications from various organisations on various levels, i.e. from the institutions on the initial vocational training to institutions which promote life-long learning. Thus, various volunteers will be able to develop their competence in the other EU/EEC countries.     


SAFEGAS (Safety Training for Natural Gas Users) is another network project within the frames of Leonardo da Vinci programme. Due to SAFEGAS project, researchers, entrepreneurs, policy-makers from various research institutions, business enterprises and local authorities of Norway, Germany, Czech Republic, and Spain participate in a forum for discussions and a platform for the development of intelligent solutions for the application of environment-friendly, emission-free natural gas for both household and industry purposes. SAFEGAS is a project which focuses on the dissemination of knowledge, development of solutions and improvement of linguistic abilities. 

6..3 THE 5th FRAMEWORK PROGRAMME, 2000

One of the aims with the 5th FRAMEWORK programme for innovation / SMEs is to facilitate the transfer of innovation and new technologies among partner regions. In Hordaland, in common with the most of Western European regions, the development of trade and industry depends on the access to the R&D infrastructures and financial mechanisms; thus there is often a limited capacity to transform scientific and technological results into industrial and commercial successes (RITTS 1997). The 5th FP offers an opportunity to focus on SME needs as well as to strengthen the structure and functioning of the regional support system. 


This IS-TECH project, which the EO developed together with partners from Germany, Spain, Italy, Lithuania, the Czech Republic and UK, aimed to unlock the innovation potential and combine it with the support potential which is contained in the public programmes. In addition, it offered a chance for SMES to profit from the integration of new technologies. The project aimed to exploit the possibilities offered by the IT industry. It also aimed to facilitate the market interactions and build up long-term inter-organisational relations among partner regions. Even though the project was rejected by the DG Research & Development, the positive side with the project was the establishment of the partnership / network.   
7. SUMMARY: PARTNESHIP / NETWORK

AS AN ELEMENT IN ECONOMIC AND REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT

EO works in accordance with EU, but also regional policies and development strategies which serve as a platform for co-operation and networking. Strategies, outlined in the SNP 2000-2003, emphasise the need to develop resources, increase exports, reinforce the role of Bergen as a «motor» for industrial development throughout Hordaland, optimise the development of competence in industry, stimulate innovation and the establishment of new companies and create the effective and industry friendly public sector. Following this framework, EO implements activities that draw on the expertise of the region and establishes networks in order to disseminate and exchange know-how with the regions in other countries of Europe with similar needs and/or complementary fields of expertise. Following the strategy for the optimal use of regional resources,  EO looks for partners with similar experience in order to share and select best practices as well as to open up for new impulses in the traditional production sectors. SAFEGAS project, co-ordinated by EO, is a Europe-wide expert forum where experiences are exchanged and solutions are developed in order to find the ways for the most optimal use of natural gas. The plans for the establishment of the Trade House in Thuringia, in co-operation with EO, is an example of the practical implementation of the regional strategy for export increase in Germany. Co-operation with Erfurt Technology Centre due to the programmes of LEONARDO DA VINCI (competence development) and 5th FRAMEWORK (the establishment of technology-oriented SMEs) is the best example for the stimulation of innovation which is one of the strategies outlined for development of Hordaland region. Thus, institutional development in one of the ways towards economic and regional development. 


The EO is also aware of the potential working in accordance with EU policies and initiatives. Within the EU policies, two tendencies can be distinguished, namely, regionalisation and internationalisation. «The Europe of regions» means that individual regions acquire greater autonomy yet also greater dependence on international networks; regions are therefore themselves responsible for their physical, social, cultural and economic development in relation to other regions. A number of programmes and projects support this initiative. The participation in Community programmes provide a double possibility to establish and strengthen networks between the public and private sectors not only on the regional, but also inter-regional levels. However, it is the strategy of EO to exploit capacities to its limits. Student exchange serves not only as a step to the professional advancement and personal development, but also as a knot in institutional co-operation and networking. Formal network contacts are actively complemented by informal contacts with public institutions and social partners which share similar interests and needs. Such a scope of contacts contributes to the development of regional networks which include regional authorities, public institutions, private companies, research centres, academic institutions, training organisations and social partners. The network of nationally based organisations is a basis for European-wide inter-regional network.

Rapid development of information and communication technologies (ICTs) involves reorganisation of social relations and labour practices. The advancement of information technologies and telephony enables the virtual abolition of distances, which means that various geographical places and social actors can be reached in an instant. In international co-operation, teleworking and networking become essential work practices for modern enterprises and institutions. As the experience of the Hordaland County Council shows, networking is an optimal way of co-operation among partners who share the same objectives and engagement. For such co-operation, not considerable financial resources but effective strategies are essential. EU-funded training programmes represent an example of optimal use. Due to inter-regional networks, graduate students or staff become involved not only into professional development, but also into economic and regional development. Working in relation to EEC/ EU and national policies contribute to the economic development of regions.   
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