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Draft own-initiative opinion of the Commission for Social Policy, Education, Employment, 

Research and Culture – Smart Specialisation Strategies (RIS3): impact for regions and inter-

regional cooperation 

 

I. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

THE EUROPEAN COMMITTEE OF THE REGIONS 

 

1. points out that both the Council and the European Parliament have recognised that the 

strategies for smart specialisation (RIS3) can serve as powerful instrument to help tackle social 

challenges and promote innovation, investment and competitiveness based on socio-economic 

and territorial specificities; 

 

2. signals the importance of the fact that Regulation 1303/2013 has established RIS3 as an ex-ante 

conditionality, but regrets the lack of precision in the definition of the RIS3 concept
1
; for 

example, in the fact that RIS3 may take the form of or be included in a national or regional 

research and innovation strategic policy framework; 

 

Implementing the Smart Specialisation Strategies (RIS3) 

 

3. indicates that the participation of all levels of governance - state, regional, subregional and/or 

local - must be ensured, and must include the "quadruple helix"
2
, although the exact 

combination of organisations involved will depend on the regional context;  

 

4. points out that implementing the RIS3 must draw in all stakeholders, encouraging them to 

working together within a shared vision. The process must foster multi-level governance and 

help to generate creative and social capital within a given territory; 

 

5. considers that the on-going process of shaping and revising the RIS3 must remain an 

interactive governance process underpinning the "entrepreneurial discovery process", backed 

by a combination of top-down and bottom-up approaches, in which citizenship must play an 

important role; 

 

6. indicates that the requirement to engage in a participatory process stems from point 4.3 of 

Annex I of Regulation 1303/2013. In spite of this, the participatory process often remains 

inadequate. Calls therefore on the Commission to ensure effective compliance with this 

legal provision; 

 

7. recalls that implementing RIS3 also requires political leadership and consensus. Political 

shifts following elections must not jeopardise implementation, and for this reason the active 

                                                      
1

  Regulation 1303/2013 defines "smart specialisation strategy" as national or regional innovation strategies which set priorities in 

order to build competitive advantage by developing and matching research and innovation own strengths to build competitive 

advantage by developing and matching research and innovation own strengths to business needs in order to address emerging 

opportunities and market developments in a coherent manner, while avoiding duplication and fragmentation of efforts. 

2
  This refers to national or regional management authorities and stakeholders, such as universities and other higher education 

institutions , industry and the social partners engaged in identifying business opportunities. 
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participation of all or most representative political forces, and of social actors or civil society, is 

recommended; 

 

8. considers that RIS3 should not be restricted to matters of research, innovation and business 

development. In keeping with the New Skills Agenda for Europe, it must fully take on board 

training issues for all levels and all relevant target groups: young people, workers and the 

unemployed; 

 

9. indicates that according to the above-mentioned Regulation, RIS3 must contain a "monitoring 

mechanism". It does not however describe or set out any such mechanism. The RIS3 monitoring 

mechanism should be capable of identifying and monitoring planned changes in each RIS3 

priority by means of proper selection of result indicators. Regrets that, despite the above, there 

is no harmonised focus for monitoring and evaluation; 

 

10. argues that there is also a need for an evaluation mechanism that can gauge the impact or real 

contribution of measures taken to the objectives set out and why or how they have operated; 

 

11. acknowledges the efforts made by the S3 Platform in terms of technical assistance and provision 

of instruments, although the lack of a common regulatory framework means there is a risk of 

lack of harmonisation in the implementation and monitoring of RIS3; 

 

12. recommends that harmonised yet flexible criteria be devised, based on some of those already 

developed by the European Commission
3
, dividing indicators into "resource indicators", "output 

indicators" and "result indicators" (qualitative and quantitative); 

 

13. places particular emphasis on the role that must be played by higher education institutions 

(HEI) in framing and implementing RIS3. HEIs have the potential to link up the parts of the 

"knowledge triangle" (research, education and innovation), and to build regional innovation 

capacity; 

 

14. recommends that, whenever possible, RIS3 strategies should provide for setting up flexible, 

external organisations or structures to support governments in building regional capacities. 

views the support and external evaluations (in support of peer reviews and visits by experts) 

carried out by the S3 Platform to be extremely useful, but insufficient, believing that each 

region must build its internal regional capacities, including RIS3 implementation, monitoring 

and follow-up mechanisms; 

 

Synergies between the European Structural and Investment Funds and other programmes 

 

15. points out that the foundation on which the RIS3 are based goes further than efficient use of the 

Structural Funds, the aim being to generate synergies between regional innovation and 

development policies and financial instruments, in order to prevent duplication; 

 

                                                      
3

  For example, Guidance document on monitoring and evaluation - European Regional Development Fund and Cohesion Fund, 

European Commission, 2014. 
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16. points out that promoting synergies between the European Structural and Investment Funds 

(ESIFs) and Horizon 2020 is of the priorities for the 2014-2020 period. This process is however 

being hampered by its regulatory complexity; 

 

17. indicates that it is becoming essential to harmonise and simplify the regulatory framework, 

introducing common laws and definitions to facilitate interaction between different financial 

instruments. These instruments, in turn, should be accompanied by a clear explanation of how 

they intend to achieve and facilitate such synergies; 

 

18. considers it important to encourage training programmes, especially in regions with limited 

experience in this area, highlighting sectoral success stories that can be used as benchmarks for 

other regions; 

 

19. recalls that much of any success will depend on smooth links between the different levels of 

governance - EU, state, regional and, where appropriate, local - and on coordination between 

the management authorities and the national contact points, amongst others; 

 

20. regrets that incomplete harmonisation between state aids and the regulatory framework of the 

ESIFs remains the main obstacle when seeking synergies. Calls for the recommendations of the 

recent study commissioned by the European Parliament in this respect
4
 to be applied; 

 

Rationalising European Commission initiatives 

 

21. again recognises the major task performed by the S3 Platform, while detecting a multiplicity of 

initiatives from the European Commission that gives rise to confusion, unawareness and lack of 

coordination between regions; 

 

22. considers it necessary to analyse the synergies between the various instruments, initiatives, tools 

and support bodies, such as the Smart Specialisation Platform, the European Cluster 

Observatory, European innovation associations, the European strategy forum, key enabling 

technologies (KET) initiatives, research infrastructures and many others; 

 

23. urges the Commission to ensure closer coordination between its directorates-general, 

permitting greater consistency in how initiatives are understood, especially with regard to 

smaller regions or those with less administrative capacity; 

 

24. recommends that an "atlas of EU initiatives, tools and projects" on RIS3-related questions be 

drawn up, modelled on the European Commission's e-justice portal, which aims to "make your 

life easier" by providing multilingual information; 

 

25. also recommends building up a knowledge community to provide professional training for 

RIS3 experts; 

 

                                                      
4

  Maximisation of synergies between European Structural and Investment Funds and other EU instruments to attain Europe 2020 

Goals, European Parliament, Directorate General for Internal Policies, June 2016, IP/B/REGI/IC/2015-131. 
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Facilitating interregional cooperation and creation of value chains 

 

26. emphasises that creating critical mass at territorial level is essential if the EU and its industries 

are to be competitive on a global scale. Considers that the regions are the appropriate location 

for addressing innovative ecosystems, forging the necessary links between EU policies, 

industry, research centres, higher education institutions and citizens; 

 

27. points out that, based on the priorities identified in the RIS3, interregional cooperation should be 

developed as this will enable value chains to be creating throughout the EU; 

 

28. is convinced that interregional cooperation will generate synergies between economic activities 

and resources that have already been defined in the regions in such a way as to be better harness 

potential and prevent duplication in investment, by using structural funds; 

 

29. considers that it is crucial to have sufficient information and coordination capacity in order to 

organise a Europe-wide "R+I agency".  The ideal outcome would be a fully-fledged, coherent 

system of complementarities, removing inefficiencies arising from duplication and simple 

imitation; 

 

30. welcomes the various initiatives by the European Commission in this regard, such as the 

thematic platforms, although it believes that these initiatives should be accompanied from the 

outset by well-defined financial instruments and objectives, eliminating the risk of 

uncertainty among participants and preventing duplication with other initiatives or programmes 

such as KIC, ERA-NET, COSME cluster programmes, Interreg Europe projects, etc.; 

 

31. is critical of the fact that the major instruments leave aside SME projects and smaller-scale 

projects; 

 

32. considers that it should be possible for those regions that so wish to plan how certain 

specialisations are to be organised at interregional level: 

 

 within single countries 

 within cross-border groupings 

 along a coastline or mountain range 

 within a European network of which are not geographically contiguous (e.g. the cultural and 

creative industries or the Vanguard initiative); 

 

33. considers that RIS3 should encourage the regions to worth together to develop international 

clusters that would help strengthen the international value chains mentioned above. The role 

that clusters can play as bridges between actors both within and outside the regions and as 

channels for business support to SMEs must be reflected in EU policies; 

 

34. underlines that, according to current regulation, the management authorities may allow various 

operations to take place outside the zone covered by the programme. Regrets, however, that 

this is hardly ever put into practice; 
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35. points out that according to numerous studies, there are substantial barriers that hinder 

interregional cooperation, such as lack of resources or administrative capacity, absence of 

examples of best practice, uncertainty about how to carry it out, lack of a reference and 

methodological framework, vagueness about objectives, asymmetric levels of political 

competence and the absence of a financial framework to facilitate such work; 

 

36. considers therefore that the current regulatory framework is totally inadequate and rather than 

fostering, in fact constrains interregional cooperation; 

 

New regulatory and financial framework 

 

37. believes that the regional dimension should extend beyond the bounds of the ERDF and not 

only touch upon cohesion policy in its entirety, but be systematically taken into account when 

framing all EU policies; 

 

38. considers that seeking to launch new policies, using the same regulatory and financial 

framework, is highly problematic; 

 

39. is of the view that in order to build up cooperation focusing on RIS3, the regions need a simple 

tool enabling them to take real account of the costs of networking and not only of jointly-

financed operational projects; 

 

40. consequently recommends: 

 

 radical reform of the current regulatory framework, before the end of the 2014-2020 period, 

giving new impetus both to synergies between the European Structural and Investment 

Funds and programmes and to interregional cooperation; 

 a new RIS3 legal act filling the current gap and the lack of harmonisation in the design, 

drafting, implementation, monitoring and follow-up of RIS3; 

 making urgent provision for appropriate ad hoc financing instruments to foster interregional 

cooperation. These instruments may take the form of combinations of financing (including 

blends of grants and loans, and public and private funding at different levels) with the 

innovative use of funds to support pilot pilots for interregional cooperation networks 

forging direct contact with industry and having a market impact; 

 in the future, Horizon 2020 should propose a territorial approach linking European research 

and innovation policy to RIS3; 

 urgent allocation of resources to Interreg Europe, with which the regions are already 

familiar, will for the coming years be the best-suited tool for supporting RIS3-related 

networking; 

 implementation of the Juncker plan should facilitate the introduction of regional platforms 

to support project design and financing so that the EFSIs can provide practical assistance to 

the RIS3. Stepping up regional-level technical assistance under EFSI is an absolute priority; 
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41. recommends that the European Commission set up a working group with the active involvement 

of the Committee of the Regions, addressing all aspects that can provide the above-mentioned 

RIS3 ex-ante conditionality with greater precision and with objectives and instruments. 

 

Brussels, 
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