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AOB, sub-item e)
Key messages of the Conference “SMEs, Research and Innovation. From idea to 
market: turning knowledge into profit”; La Hulpe, 17-18 November 2010

Delegations will find, in Annex, a note from the Presidency on the above-mentioned topic.

___________________
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ANNEX

Key messages of the Conference “SMEs, Research and Innovation. From idea to market: 

turning knowledge into profit”; La Hulpe, 17-18 November 2010

Under the Belgian Presidency of the European Union, Wallonia, in cooperation with the European

Commission, organised a conference on the challenges facing European SMEs in their path towards 

innovation (turning their creative ideas into a innovative commercial products). The conference was 

structured in three debates which cover the innovation process from original idea through the 

implementation of a research or innovative product to market.

The Presidency welcomes the recently launched Innovation Union, one of the Europe 2020 

strategy's flagships. SMEs are at the core of the Innovation Union which has for ambition to meet 

the major societal challenges. They are main drivers of innovation and an important vehicle for 

knowledge spill-overs thus contributing significantly to sustainable job creation and Europe's 

competitiveness in a globalizing world. SMEs play a crucial role in the economic recovery and in 

the transition towards a smarter, more sustainable and inclusive society.

With the view to the Competitiveness Council on 26 November, The Belgian Presidency has 

summarized below the key messages of the Conference:

1. SME's are ready to hold the flag of the Innovation Union.

SMEs are crucial players for generating, taking up and exploiting new ideas. Due to their flexibility 

and market insights, SMEs are well placed for the commercialisation of a research project: they 

transform new developments into successful businesses and apply new technologies to meet 

customers' needs. SMEs provide the vast majority of Europe's innovation potential. All types of 

enterprises and all form of innovation (technological, non-technological and social) need to be taken 

into account. 
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Shortening European SMEs path from research to market:

From the Idea

2. SMEs need a favourable framework for knowledge creation and results exploitation in 

order to tackle major societal needs and challenges. 

Scientific research and technological development are economic driving forces and key elements to 

meet societal challenges. A real transition towards a more sustainable and less resources consuming 

society requires opening new innovation pathways, and SMEs are ideally placed to carry alternative 

innovation ways and niche innovations. In order to achieve this objective it is necessary to closely 

link the scientific/academic, economic and political worlds for the creation of research and 

innovation (knowledge triangle networks: innovation clusters, triple helix model…). The 

development of such partnerships should allow SMEs to play a key role by maximizing their 

innovation potential through meetings with partners and networking.

3. Promote SMEs' internationalisation as a way to access new knowledge and markets and 

increase their competitiveness.

In a time of globalisation, it becomes essential to tap into knowledge generated abroad and to seize 

opportunities for domestic knowledge to be exploited overseas. At company level, innovation and 

internationalisation go hand in hand, one reinforcing the other. Internationalised SMEs are more 

competitive. 
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Through the implementation

4. Promote knowledge and skills transfer including partnerships between research 

institutions and businesses  

SMEs need to keep abreast of latest scientific developments and have easy access to new 

technologies, notably if they do not conduct research themselves. To generate stronger and faster 

impact from research it is important to develop and extend mechanisms that connect the research 

and SMEs. This includes stronger cooperation between universities, research centres and industry 

through knowledge transfer and staff exchanges of highly qualified personnel with other SMEs, 

large companies, universities and research centres. It is necessary to provide the SMEs tools 

addressing their skills and knowledge shortages so as to foster their innovation capacity. The 

sharing of knowledge, ideas and useful information is essential for SMEs, which do not have 

always the expertise and the critical mass sufficient to achieve an innovation process from the idea 

to the market. In this context, the SMEs expressed their interest regarding the improvement of the 

visibility of the existing networks, still too little known. They also addressed the importance of open 

innovation. Lastly, the "common pot" track capturing untapped ideas should be considered: 

potential projects could be taken up by other enterprises and promote the development of new 

innovations.

5. Simplification and better coordination between European instruments supporting 

R&D&I to foster SME participation. National, regional and EU programmes for 

research and innovation need to be complementary.

European programmes supporting research and innovation do not sufficiently cover the whole 

innovation cycle and the results of publicly funded research remain too frequently un-exploited. It is 

necessary to better synchronise the programming, implementation and monitoring by setting up a 

coherent European framework. Furthermore, the identified short and long-term simplification 

measures of the EU research and innovation programmes need to be quickly implemented to foster 

SME participation. 
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Regional and national programmes play an essential role in promoting SMEs. However, the scopes 

of the programmes as well as the allocation of the resources vary enormously and only few provide 

funding for transnational R&D&I cooperation. EU programmes need to better complement and 

interface with the funding activities of the national and regional agencies through partnerships and 

joint support networks.

To the market

6. Demand–side and supply-side innovation policy measures need to take SME needs into 

account, also in economically harder times

In times of budgetary constraints SMEs need more than ever public support to drive innovation at 

EU and Member State level, tackling both demand and supply sides (for example fast setting of 

interoperable standards, tax incentives, R&D&I State aid framework, affordable Intellectual 

Property Rights …).

In addition, the conference was the occasion to stress the role of public authorities in encouraging 

the start of some innovations; regulation has a very important potential to encourage innovation 

within an enterprise (for example via the adoption of social and environmental standards).

7. SMEs need enhanced access to both small and large scale financing, mainly for the 

demonstration and commercialisation phases. They support setting up a European 

patent. 

There is a gap into which some SMEs seeking finance find themselves falling when trying to 

exploit their research results. There are various options available, including venture capital or the 

EIB activities, for larger-scale financial support. However, smaller scale financing which is 

particularly important to SME is often scarce.

Improved access to finance for SMEs, especially for demonstration and commercialisation 

activities, will allow ideas turn into profit and in return increase private investment into research 

and innovation.

The conference was also the occasion of stressing the importance of setting up the European patent.  
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Final conclusion

8. Establish a well articulated EU support promoting research, development and 

innovation in SMEs

To make EU funding opportunities for research, development and innovation more accessible and 

attractive to SMEs they need to be better coordinated and integrated in design and implementation 

covering the entire innovation cycle and different innovation forms (technological, non-

technological and social). The needs and business realities of innovative SMEs with an international 

perspective must be the guiding principles, including simple participation and financial rules. In the 

next programming period EU support for research and innovation for SMEs should be well 

articulated improving this way their effectiveness and visibility for the SMEs. Further collaboration 

and partnerships with the existing national and regional agencies should be foreseen, in order for 

SMEs to further innovate and to give an answer to the globalised economic issues and to the needs 

of the citizens and the societal challenges.

___________________


