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Territorial	Connections		
Proposal	for	a	European	programme	to	work	in	favour	of	ecosystems		
	
Abstract		

“Territorial	 connections”	 is	 a	 new	 program	proposed	 by	 the	HRK,	 CPU	 and	 CRASP	 to	 integrate	 the	 9th	 framework	
program	(FP9).	Its	originality	resides	in	a	novel	way	to	leverage	the	use	of	the	Smart	Specialization	Strategies	concept.		

The	 idea	 is	 that	 several	 regions	 sharing	 one	 or	 several	 smart	 specializations	 join	 their	 forces	 and	 challenge	 their	
ecosystems	to	develop	together	disruptive	innovations	corresponding	to	the	chosen	targets.	Universities	will	be	the	
key	 actors	 for	 research,	while	 companies	will	 provide	R&D	 as	well	 as	 internationalization	 and	 business	models	 to	
promote	 the	most	 promising	 results.	 To	 reinforce	 the	 ecosystems	 cooperation,	 special	 attention	will	 focus	 on	 the	
knowledge	triangle	interfaces	(research/education,	research/innovation,	innovation/education).		

We	believe	that	the	dynamics	created	by	the	actors	of	the	ecosystems	will	 leverage	the	regional	strategies,	enhance	
creativity	and	pave	the	way	to	new	European	industrial	champions.	

	

	

About	the	program	

	The	CPU1,	HRK2	and	CRASP3	wishes	to	propose	the	creation	of	a	programme	that	would	
work	to	serve	the	European	innovation	ecosystems	(see	definition	below)	in	Europe	by	
promoting	 shared	 development	 strategies	 between	 regions4	with	 a	 similar	 theme	 in	
their	 Smart	 Specialisation	 Strategy	 (S3)5,	 to	 encourage	 innovations	 and	 inventions.	
Experience	 shows	 that	 innovation	 is	 mainly	 driven	 by	 strong	 territorial	 innovation	
ecosystems	with	universities	of	excellence	at	their	hearts.		

The	new	programme	should	also	include	a	proposal	of	concrete	measures	for	the	future	
of	 the	 structural	 funds	 (Smart	 Specialisation)	 thus	 enabling	 them	 to	 work	 as	
complementary	 resources	 in	 favour	 of	 an	 integrated	 education‐research‐innovation	
approach.	Real	synergies	with	the	Framework	programme	(H2020,	FP9)	will	enable	the	
EU	to	strategically	boost	these	innovation	ecosystems.	
																																																								
1	CPU	French	rector	conference	which	gathers	85	members	French	universities	and	higher	education	
institutions		
2	The	German	Rectors'	Conference	(HRK)	is	the	association	of	public	and	government‐recognised	
universities	in	Germany.	The	HRK	currently	has	268	member	institutions,	in	which	around	94	per	cent	of	
all	students	in	Germany	are	enrolled.	
3	The	Conference	of	Rectors	of	Academic	Schools	in	Poland	(CRASP)	inspires	and	coordinates	cooperation	
of	member	institutions	and	represents	common	interests	of	the	schools	
4	Our	understanding	of	the	term	region	is	referring	to	European	territories	that	were	allowed	to	enter	the	
Smart	Specialization	Strategy	program.	
5	Common	 S3	 (Smart	 Specialization	 Strategies)	 should	be	 a	 horizontal	 policy	 element	 able	 to	 provide	 a	
framework	for	all	dimensions	of	the	impact	via	a	thematic	approach	(based	on	the	major	scientific	fields)	
integrated	 with	 an	 approach	 based	 on	 the	 targeted	 industrial	 sector	 (covering	 the	 entire	 innovation	
chain).		
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This	programme	could	be	a	tool	for	the	Missions	of	the	next	framework	programme	(see	
Lamy	report)	under	specific	call	for	proposals.		

		

Defining	the	targets		

Leading	European	regions	with	a	smart	specialisation	strategy	are	invited	to	cooperate	
in	a	network	built	on	each	other’s	strengths.	Four	different	groups	can	participate	in	a	
network:	universities,	other	civil	society	actors,	businesses	and	government.		

The	 programme	 shall	 particularly	 target	 the	 innovation	 capacity	 of	 universities.	 They	
will	 assume	 the	 role	 of	 support	 hubs	 for	 innovators,	 start‐ups	 and	 SMEs	 that	 have	 a	
promising	potential	to	develop	innovative	technologies	and/or	reach	new	markets,	but	
do	 not	 yet	 have	 the	 necessary	 resources.	 By	 bringing	 actors	 of	 different	 regions	with	
different	profiles	together	and	by	putting	universities	in	the	centre	of	the	networks,	all	
participating	actors	can	 learn	and	profit	 from	each	other’s	strengths	resulting	 in	more	
innovation	in	the	ecosystems’	value	chains.		

	

Defining	innovation	ecosystems	

The	 innovation	 ecosystems	 are	 the	 territorial	 playing	 fields	 of	 the	 local	 innovation	
actors	 with	 universities	 at	 their	 heart.	 Strong	 universities	 are	 an	 integral	 part	 of	 a	
successful	innovation	ecosystem	as	their	research	supports	the	technology	development	
and	they	educate	the	experts	needed	on	the	job	market.	Other	actors	of	the	ecosystems	
involve	 public	 players	 (vocational	 training,	 research	 centres,	 regional	 authorities,	
conurbations,	 etc.),	 private	 players	 (businesses)	 and	 civil	 society	 (NGOs,	 associations,	
unions,	 etc.),	 together	with	 "interface"	 structures	working	 to	 accompany	 and	 develop	
innovation	projects,	 such	as	 the	 technology	 transfer	offices,	business	clusters,	 start‐up	
incubators	and	accelerators.		

Ideally,	these	actors	should	complement	one	another.	Universities	can	use	the	results	of	
research	 cooperation	 to	 improve	 training	 (universities,	 other	 civil	 society	 actors,	
businesses	 and	 government)	 and	 create	 new	 knowledge.	 Businesses	 can	 use	 them	 to	
innovate,	enhance	working	methods,	 strengthen	 their	product	 range	and	get	access	 to	
international	markets.	Key	elements	to	the	success	of	the	innovation	ecosystems	reside	
in	 the	 development	 of	 research‐training,	 research‐innovation	 and	 training‐innovation	
interfaces	and	in	their	appropriation	by	the	actors	in	the	ecosystem.		

	

A	programme	to	support	the	innovation	ecosystems		

CPU,	HRK	and	CRASP	propose	the	creation	of	a	programme	to	strengthen	the	innovation	
ecosystems	in	the	Framework	Programme	for	Research	and	Development	(FP),	based	on	
the	 knowledge	 triangle,	 associating	 the	 different	 types	 of	 players	 (institutions,	
government,	 civil	 society	 and	 businesses)	 within	 the	 framework	 of	 an	 S3.	 This	
programme	 would	 promote	 partnerships	 between	 different	 European	 ecosystems	 by	
mobilising	 the	 various	 actors	 around	 a	 specific	 theme	 (e.g.	marine	 renewable	 energy,	
autonomous	transports,	digital	factories,	artificial	intelligence,	precision	medicine,	etc.).		

	
The	 objective	 is	 to	 combine	 and	 strengthen	 the	 innovation	 ecosystems	 of	 several	
comparable	 territories	 by	 their	 S3.	 This	 framework	 should	 create	 dynamics	 that	 take	
into	account	rapid	changes	in	knowledge,	the	need	for	territories	to	adapt	and	co‐create	
more	 integrated	development	 strategies	 at	 European	 level.	One	 of	 the	 aims	here	 is	 to	
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reinforce	 the	 H2020	 approach	 by	 networking	 European	 ecosystems	 to	 develop	
innovation	and	create	future	European	champions.		
	 	
 This	 programme	will	mainly	 be	 based	 on	 a	 bottom‐up	 approach	 and	 on	 a	 specific	

theme.	The	consortia	would	themselves	propose	 innovation	themes	that	 fall	within	
their	S3		

 The	 selection	 criteria	 for	 choosing	 the	 best	 project	 proposals	will	 be	 based	 on	 the	
excellence	of	academic	actors	and	the	best	potential	for	disruptive	innovation	

 The	consortia	will	 include	at	least	three	different	territorial	 innovation	ecosystems,	
with	 at	 least	 three	 local	 actors	 (excluding	 regions).	The	network	 should	 include	at	
least	two	universities.		

 Initial	funding	will	be	earmarked	for:	
o activities	linked	to	research,	training	and	innovation,	
o actions	 that	 will	 strengthen	 the	 interfaces	 between	 the	 elements	 of	 the	

knowledge	triangle:	technology	transfer	(the	interface	between	research	and	
innovation),	 knowledge	 transfer	 (the	 interface	 between	 research	 and	 initial	
training),	 improvement	 in	 human	 capital	 (the	 interface	 between	 lifelong	
learning	and	innovation),	

o facilities	that	provide	structure,	such	as	research	infrastructure,	that	will	also	
be	eligible	and	funded	by	the	structural	funds.	

	

Funding	 will	 be	 varied	 and	 adapted	 to	 the	 types	 of	 actors	 involved	 in	 the	 project:	
funding	for	basic	and	applied	academic	research,	technology	concepts,	proof	of	concept,	
prototype	development,	maturation	funds,	in‐use	searches,	market	surveys,	commercial	
development,	 training	 modules,	 educational	 engineering,	 actions	 in	 favour	 of	 student	
entrepreneurship,	ideas	laboratories	(science‐society	interface),	organising	debates,	etc.	

 Funding	will	be	planned	for	5	to	7	years.	Low	TRL	basic	research	will	be	funded	for	
and	assessed	after	3	years	with	a	go‐nogo	decision,	taken	by	the	commission	experts	
and	 validated	 by	 the	 industrial	 partners,	 depending	 on	 its	 actual	 potential	 for	
innovation.		

 The	EU	financing	will	be	included	in	a	range	of	10	to	20M€	per	project	and	launched	
in	a	form	of	a	pilot	action	

More	precisely,	if	the	project	is	intended	to	reach	TRL	5	after	5	years,	its	budget	will	
range	between	6	and	13	M€.	After	5	years,	if	the	project	is	given	a	go	(the	technology	
was	validated	in	an	industrial	environment),	an	additional	budget	to	reach	TRL	8	will	be	
allowed	10	to	21	M€	(with	a	contribution	of	the	industrial	partners)	during	3	additional	
years.	

If	the	project	starts	on	the	basis	of	a	solid	maturation,	with	a	starting	TRL	greater	or	
equal	to	5,	then	this	project	will	be	eligible	to	get	a	budget	between	7	and	21	M€	to	reach	
TRL	8‐9	(with	a	contribution	of	the	industrial	partners)	

The	business	partners	will	be	co‐financed	according	to	their	turnover	or	profit	levels	
 Incentive	measures	will	be	put	in	place	to	encourage	the	inclusion	and	participation	

of	less	innovative	regions	striving	for	excellence.			

	

II)	Facilitating	synergies	between	the	FP,	the	structural	funds	and	ERASMUS+	

The	debate	 concerning	 synergies	has	not	 yet	 led	 to	 satisfying	 solutions.	As	 one	of	 the	
aims	of	 the	European	Commission	 is	 to	maximise	 impact	at	 territorial	 level,	 it	appears	
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necessary	 not	 only	 to	 reinforce	 coordination	 between	 the	 different	 EC	 Directorate‐
Generals,	but	also	to	enable	a	convergence	of	the	different	funds	linked	to	research	and	
to	 innovation	to	better	serve	ecosystem	strategies,	and	to	avoid	opportunistic	funding.	
For	this,	we	would	suggest:			

 Harmonising	 the	 rules	 of	 programmes	 linked	 to	 research	 and	 innovation	 (ERDF,	
INTERREG	 and	 HORIZON	 2020)	 with	 each	 other	 and	 with	 national	 and	 regional	
rules.	

 Strengthening	 European	 added	 value,	 principally	 through	 inter‐territorial	
cooperation,	 should	 become	 the	 priority	 for	 the	 INTERREG	 programmes.	 In	
particular,	the	Territorial	Connections	into	the	ERDF,	at	a	level	at	least	equivalent	to	
10%	of	the	allocated	funds.		

 Merging	the	various	INTERREG	strands,	imposing	single	rules	closer	to	those	of	the	
RDFP	and	removing	the	problems	of	state	funding.		
	

Finally,	 the	 CPU	would	 like	 to	 point	 out	 that,	 within	 the	 framework	 of	 the	 Erasmus+	
consultation,	it	has	also	made	proposals	for	structural	partnerships	that	would	durably	
bring	 together	 up	 to	 six	 higher	 education	 institutions	 through	 training	 and	 research	
projects	 in	 order	 to	 strengthen	 the	 European	 Higher	 Education	 and	 Research	 Area.	
	
III)	Conclusion	

The	 ultimate	 goal	 is	 to	 have	 a	 program	 at	 European	 level	 to	 support	 the	 joint	
development	and	management	of	territories.	 It	 includes	the	notion	of	sustainability	by	
addressing	 the	 needs	 of	 civil	 society	 and	 participating	 in	 reflection	 on	 the	 future.	 It	
allows	 the	 emergence	 of	 new	 solutions	 through	 a	 systemic	 approach	 including	 the	
appropriation	 and	 sharing	 of	 knowledge	 between	 stakeholders.	 The	 expected	 result	
should	be	an	open	innovation	scheme,	built	as	an	“ecosystem	of	ecosystems”,	addressing	
the	 continuum	 research‐education‐innovation	 with	 an	 equal	 commitment	 of	 the	
academic	 and	 the	 economic	 stakeholders.	 It	 opens	 new	ways,	 through	 collaborations	
between	 European	 territories,	 to	 optimize	 and	 accelerate	 their	 developments,	 while	
creating	common	dynamics	of	major	innovations	at	the	service	of	the	citizens	of	Europe.	

	
	
	


