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INNOVATE-MED: boosting modernisation in Mediterranean SMEs

This European-funded project aims to overcome the low competitiveness of Mediterranean local enterprises by increasing their innovation capacity
There are several elements that always come to our minds when we think about the Mediterranean basin as a whole: a mild climate, a vast natural and cultural heritage and a rich and varied gastronomy made up of traditional dishes and high quality products are, without any doubt, the main common features that identify Mediterranean regions and make them so unique and different from the rest of the world.

The economy of the area surrounded by the Mediterranean Sea is mainly based on the activity of SMEs. Benefits from local enterprises represent a high proportion of the richness of these regions, to the point that they have become one of the cornerstones of their development.  However, in most of the cases, Mediterranean SMEs have kept their traditional production and marketing techniques throughout the years without hardly any will of modernisation. This know-how gap has made them lose competitiveness in the international arena, which in the long term has led to a series of generalized problems that they still suffer at present. 

These constraints which affect the development of Med SMEs have been particularly identified in several European countries, such as Italy, Spain and Greece, and more concretely in the regions of Naples, Valencia, Dodecanese and Heraklion. The main problem threatening SMEs from these territories is that, even though they are characterised by strong and traditional high value products, they face a high level of fragmentation and a lack of skills that is slowing down their development and thus making them less and less competitive in the international arena. Furthermore, their limited access to credit poses a barrier to the potential opportunities offered by both EU and non-EU markets.
Filling in the technical gap
In order to face all these problems, local bodies from these regions have joined their efforts in a project called INNOVATE-MED. Co-funded by the European Commission’s Med Programme, this initiative is focused on improving the level of technical development of local and regional SMEs so as to enhance innovation and achieve a higher level of competitiveness in the global market. 

The partners of the project have been carefully selected on grounds of their political and economic influence. This is because institutional support is strongly needed in order for the project to reach its objectives. Therefore, project participants are, on the one hand, local authorities responsible for economic development in their territories, and on the other hand, chambers of commerce and public agencies representing the business community. 
Enhancing innovation in SMEs: the ‘clustering process’
The INNOVATE-MED project partners agreed on setting up a series of actions and strategies in order to fulfill the potential of Med SMEs and enable them to compete in national and international markets.  These strategies are based on a clustering process that will be implemented in three phases:

· First of all, local and regional institutions will carry out a set of activities to support the creation of clusters, while helping SMEs overcome their traditional problems.

· Secondly, innovation in clusters will be enhanced in order to boost the economy of the regions involved in the project. This will mean exploiting synergies with partner regions under the ‘peer learning principle’, according to which SMEs from one region can learn best practices from another partner in the consortia so as to create trade opportunities. 
· The third level is aimed at designing a pilot strategy for the marketing and promotion of two horizontal clusters in sectors traditionally strong but in need of modernisation: food and wine on the one hand, and fashion and jewellery on the other. Partnership and effective marketing will also be needed in order to be competitive internationally.
First project results
One year after the signature of the project, the first pilot initiatives are already being implemented by the different partners. 
· On the island of Crete, the winemaking sector of Heraklion has carried out a series of actions aiming at creating a wine cluster that will modernise and develop their traditional wine industry. One of them involves a website of wine routes that will cover the entire wine-producing area of the island while at the same time promoting wine-tourism and making it more attractive to visitors. This initiative will increase synergies and will link the different winemaking sectors of the island through the creation of a recognized and certified label for Crete’s Quality Wine.
· In the Valencian region, the provinces of Alicante and Valencia have carried out a series of activities aiming at promoting the internationalisation and competitiveness of their SMEs. 
· The county of Alicante has set up the Olive Resources Center, a local body that aims to identify the problems concerning the olive oil sector and give possible solutions to improve its current situation, as well as disseminating at international level the high quality olive oil brand ‘Olis d’Alacant’. 
· The province of Valencia, through its local body PATER (Territorial Pact for Employment of la Ribera), has made an analysis on the situation of the food and fashion accessories clusters in the county of La Ribera. The objective of this study is to identify the weaknesses and strengths of local SMEs in order to adapt them to the demands of the global market.

All these initiatives carried out within the INNOVATE-MED framework are aimed at improving the competitiveness of Mediterranean SMEs through a two-sided process. On the one hand, by addressing their historical and traditional shortcomings and weaknesses, and on the other hand, by carrying out sustainable strategies to cluster fragmented SMEs and boost their internationalisation. This combination of innovation with traditional and high added value features through the clustering process will help create a balanced and sustained economic growth for the partner regions, which in the long term will contribute to the enhancement and dynamisation of the entrepreneurial activity in the Mediterranean basin.

Further information: 
www.innovatemed.eu
www.uegva.info
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Innovate-Med_(project)
www.programmemed.eu  
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