
 
 

WP3 

Enhancing policy framework conditions for cluster support and 

cluster cooperation 

 

Activity 3 

Overview of the policies beyond the partnership 
 

 

Case study: France  

In France cluster development support is recognized as a meaningful tool of industrial policy, 

strongly connected to the regional development policy. It is a case of efficient cooperation 

between different policies and policy levels. Cluster development program is part of the 

centralized national policy, with strong regional dimension and implementation structures. 

Uniqueness of the cluster program is national label “Pole de Competitive” for the clusters 

selected at the national level and additionally supported through different policy programs 

related to R&D and innovation, SME development and regional development. 

 

1. National Policy 

 

1.1. Policy Framework 

 

Cluster development is a significant part of the renewed industrial policy in France since the 

beginning of the 2000, called “New Industrial Policy of France”.  The initiative for focused 

policy action in support for creation of competitiveness clusters came as a response to global 

competition threats of relocations and de-industrialisation. Recognized weakness of the overall 

innovation system in the country and especially high technology sectors have led public 

authorities to propose a number of measures aiming at stimulating cooperation between all 

actors of industrial innovation, public and private,.  

Report on “The cluster approach as part of the innovation policy” written by Christian Blanc 

and published in 2004, represents a guideline for the future competitiveness clusters policy. 

Concerning the territorial dimension, the report points out the importance of proximity. 

Proximity is not only considered as a geographical consequence of activity, but as a base for 

innovation. The report highlights the objective for public policy, to abolish distances between 

public and private, research and industry, big firms and SME’s. Competitiveness clusters 

represent the mean of this policy. However, the policy  have to come with reforms of public 

research and territorial authorities, in order to avoid the multiplicity of public actors and a better 

decentralization. 

 

French government has undertaken important actions and started huge programmes with the 

objective to revitalise the French industry.  Three main common characteristics can be found 

among number of different initiatives and programmes: 

 

 



 
 Innovation is to develop competitiveness of the French economy.The accent is put 

primarily on innovation in the high technology sectors, and not in all industrial 

activities.  

 Partnerships are an essential dimension that is required in projects that are supported 

by public authorities; partnerships between industry and researchers, which is quite 

“classical”, but also partnerships between SMEs and big firms, and also between 

different domains of activity. In fact, it is believed that innovation is not only a result of 

hyper-specialisation in one domain, but also of meeting and hybridization between 

different domains. 

 The spatial dimension is essential. The role of regions is important. 

 

New policy orientation had reflected also in important changes in the policy programs design 

and implementing structures. Four key structural changes are stressed the most important: 

- Grouping of different instruments for supporting SMEs into one institution, Oséo- 

Anvar. The group Oséo-Anvar was created in 2005 by a merger between the Bank for SMEs 

(BDMP), Anvar and GIE Agency for SMEs. Oséo-Anvar’s role is to act as a support for 

innovation, financing and informing SMEs. 

- The national Agency for Research (ANR) was created in 2005.  This agency is in 

charge of supporting fundamental and applied research and of supporting the transfer of public 

research results towards firms. 

- The Agency for Industrial innovation (AII) was created in 2005.  It aims at reorienting  

the industry towards high technologies by launching big “mobilizing programs”, coordinated 

by big firms and involvement of numerous SMEs and research labs (Clean Car, Mobile 4G, 

New generation Bullet Train). The mission of the agency, which obtained 1 billion € at creation, 

is to stimulate, select, and finance these big projects of industrial innovation. 

 

The competitiveness clusters, with their regional dimension, have been created in July 2005, 

when the first officially received the label “Pôle de compétitivité” by the Inter-ministerial 

committee for territorial development. 

 

 

1.2. Aim and Objectives  

 

The aim of a competitiveness cluster is to concentrate at  the same location the talent 

incorporated within public and private research units, teaching facilities and the expertise of 

business enterprises, in order to establish working relationships which develop a cooperation 

environment and promote partnerships to work on new projects, resulting in innovative 

advances, economic efficiency and job creation, and which should enable those players 

involved to attain leading position on the market. 

 

Strategic objectives of the policy are defined: 

 To develop competitiveness of French economy through increased innovation. 

 To boost local technological and creative industries 

 To attract businesses to France while achieving higher international profile 

 To stimulate growth and employment. 

 

 

These strategic objectives are translated into more specific ones: 



 
1) Develop partnerships between the various stakeholders, based on their complementary 

skills. The studies show that cross-fertilization of ideas of various stakeholders and the 

combining of complementary skills lead to increased innovation.  

2) Construct shared R&D projects that can benefit from public funding. Shared R&D 

projects aim at increased innovation and boosting local technological industries. 

3) Promote an overall environment favourable to innovation (through knowledge sharing, 

training …). This should contribute to enhance the attractiveness of France for foreign 

businesses and boost innovation. 

4) Encourage development of technology partnerships with partners abroad, which benefit 

cluster companies. This would lead to the development of a higher international profile. 

5) Attract investors to France. 

 

2. Cluster Program  

 

2.1. Program Design Principles  

 

The aim of the cluster program was defined as: 

“Clusters will use synergies and innovative joint projects to give their member companies a 

chance to be national and international leaders in their fields. It is about collaboration of actors 

and geographic concentration in the service of a more efficient innovation.” 

 

A competitiveness cluster is a joint theme-based initiative for a given geographic area. It is an 

initiative that brings together companies, research centres and educational institutions in order 

to develop synergies and cooperative efforts. Other cluster partners may include local and 

national authorities and services catering to cluster members. 

The initiator of the cluster programme is DGE, General Directorate for Enterprises, Ministry of 

Economy, Finance and Industry.  

The geographic coverage is national but the implementation is regional.  

The main ministries responsible for the implementation of cluster program are the Ministry of 

Economy, Finance and Industry and the Ministry of Interior.  In addition, regional organisation 

DRIRE (Regional Directories for Industry, Research and Environment) are supporting clusters 

individually in R&D project elaboration and in financing. There are 22 DRIRE in France, one 

in each region. 

The source of financing is the French state through the ministries involved.  3-year budget for 

the program (2009-2011) is approximately 1,5 billion €. 

 

 

 

 

 

2.2.Program Implementation 

 



 
Program officially started in 2004 with the first call for proposals for the designation of clusters. 

More than one hundred applications were received. French Government designed an official 

label for competitiveness clusters in 2004, “Pôle de compétitivité”. Labels are granted to the 

clusters evaluated and selected. Cluster development programs were developed and supported 

on a three year bases (2005-2008, 2009-2011). 

Clusters are used as a framework for implementation of different programs in three key policy 

areas; Innovation and Technology Development, Regional Economic Development and 

Entrepreneurshipa and SME Development.  

 

DGE, General Directorate for Enterprises, Ministry of Economy, Finance and Industry provides 

support to industrial R&D via the Agency for Industrial Innovation (All) and the national 

Agency for Research (ANR), and to innovative SMEs projects via OSEO. Proximity actions 

for SMEs are deployed through the DRIRE network. 

OSEO finances and accompanies innovative technology projects presenting concrete prospects 

for marketing both in France and at the international level. OSEO funds R&D (i.e. support for 

large scale applied R&D and demonstrator projects). Clusters combining R&D, industry and 

training in a particular sector were invited to apply for special status, offering additional funding 

for R&D and infrastructure and tax breaks for local industry. 

 

Ministers insisted at the time that funding would be concentrated in a small number of clusters 

chosen on the basis of technological excellence and economic potential, a departure from the 

traditional approach of using such funding as a tool for regional development of weaker areas. 

 

The DRIRE agency ensures financing of the cluster projects at a regional level. 

 

Results of the Program are significant. Till 2008 the program has reached: 

 71 competitiveness clusters have labelled 

 5000 companies as cluster members  (80% of these were SMEs) 

 554 R&D projects received public funding 

 € 1,1 billion has been spent on R&D projects 

 R&D projects represent a total of € 3,6 billion 

 12000 researchers take part in funded R&D projects. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Case study: Sweden 

Cluster policy in Sweden is a part of the R&D and innovation policy, but again with strong 

regional focus.  Clustering and cluster development is a policy tool used in different national 

programs to promote regional development. Sweden is well known for its innovation policy 

and its strong position on this field in international comparison. Innovation is also the core 

challenge and focus of the cluster programs. Sweden makes good use of cluster programs 

already, they are generally well designed and implemented. The operational weaknesses that 

have been identified by evaluation studies are the need for more strategic approach to 

internationalization and a more consistent approach to measuring the impact of cluster policies. 

 

 

1. National Policy 

 

      1.1. Policy Framework 

 

The Swedish growth policy agenda went through important changes towards the end of the 

1990s. Having focused heavily on fighting the large public budget deficits during the first half 

of the 1990s, the policy agenda shifted to include more of growth policy measures, such as 

instruments found in industrial and research policy. The policy reformulation took place against 

the background of almost three decades of comparatively slow growth in Sweden and 

increasing regional economic imbalances. Two main axes emerged in the new process. The first 

focusing on creating an increased co-ordination of growth and research policies through a 

considerable reorganisation of the Swedish structure of R&D funding. The second direction 

axis is focusing on stimulating regional economic growth through the implementation of a new 

institution in Swedish growth policy, the “regional growth agreements”, launched in 2000.  

Cluster programs were defined as important policy tool in the policy reformulation. In Sweden, 

clusters are defined as geographical concentrations of related companies and actors that are 

characterised by mutual interdependence, without direct requirements on teamwork in research 

and know-how (according to Nutek). 

The Ministry of Enterprise, Energy and Communications has the overall responsibility for 

cluster policy in Sweden. Under this level, there are two authorities that work on the 

implementation of cluster programs, NUTEK and VINNOVA. VINNOVA focuses more on 

innovation and knowledge spill-overs, while NUTEK works with entrepreneurship, business 

development and regional development. 

In addition, the Invest in Sweden Agency, ISA (under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs) has dealt 

to some extent with cluster policy.  

 

 

1.1.  Aim and Objectives  

 

 

 

 

There is no overall policy program at national level but some central programs to promote and 

support regional clusters.  Three specific programs are of relevance to the topic. One of them is 

terminated, and the other two still operate. In addition, there are several regional programmes 

that support regional clusters. 



 
Cluster development programs are following the objectives of the industry and research-related 

policies of Sweden: 

 Stimulating growth with more jobs in more and growing businesses 

 Dynamic development in all parts of Sweden (reduction of disparities between regions) 

 Enhanced innovation and research and technology development policie.s 

 

2. Cluster Development Programs 

 

The structure, objectives, and means of the national level cluster programmes differ, for this 

reason they are presented separately. 

 

Vinnväxt Program 

 

Due to its overall success, this programme is internationally best known Swedish initiative for 

the support of innovation systems and clusters. A prerequisite for the programme is the active 

participation of players from the private, public and research sectors and from the political 

sphere. 

 

The objective statement of this programme is the following: “To promote regional sustainable 

growth through the development of internationally competitive research and innovation 

environments, within specific areas of growth.” 

 

Strategic objectives are defined to: 

 Build powerful innovation systems, when the support period is over (after 10 years). 

 Create innovation systems that will be able to fully compete on the international innovation 

arena. 

Specific objectives are focused on development of the innovation systems (research activities, 

research and development strategies …) and support infrastructure, stimulating specialisation 

of staff and labour market development, and improvement of the conditions for knowledge 

spill-over. 

 

The initiator of the cluster programme was VINNOVA (public agency under the Ministry of 

Enterprise, Energy and Communications). Geographic coverage is national. VINNOVA is 

responsible for the implementation of the programme, with the budget of around 7,7 million €  

per year.  

 

Vinnväxt is internationally known as a successful programme on the national level. The 

European Commission uses Vinnväxt as a good example of how to promote innovation  

 

 

systems and clusters were developed, which has made Sweden somewhat of a precursor when 

it comes to such programs.  Two features of Vinnväxt are generally seen as factors of success 

of the programme; the ambitious planning phase, including pilot cases and intensive 

international learning seminars; and the long term set up of the programme. Vinnväxt is 

committed to support the innovation systems/clusters for ten years, with the aim to make them 

self-sustainable after this period. 



 
 

The flagship project for Swedish cluster policy is since 2001. In 2003, the first three regional 

clusters were selected in a competitive process for a ten-year program with up to 10 MSEK 

funding available per year, together with parallel process support. Five more clusters were 

selected in 2004 and in 2008 another four emerging clusters were accepted to the program. 

 

 

Visanu Program 

 

Visanu program was active between 2002 and 2005 and was implemented in cooperation 

between three Swedish authorities, VINNOVA, ISA and NUTEK. Visanu program was focused 

on clusters with the highest potential for internationalisation and promotion of Swedish 

innovation systems abroad. 

 

The objective statement of this programme is the following: “Strengthen the sustainability and 

abilities of Swedish clusters, no matter where in the country they are situated.” 

 

Strategic and specific objectives of the program were to: 

 create good conditions for innovation systems and clusters 

 support spreading of knowledge 

 support international marketing of innovation systems and clusters 

while  

 mobilising actors and resources in a region, along the particular needs and interests of that 

specific region  

 creating new knowledge based on the experiences of existing clusters and spread that 

knowledge to other clusters and national authorities  

 developing tools to analyse and evaluate clusters in Sweden  

 promoting the image of Sweden and Swedish regions to generate investments in clusters. 

 

Initiators of the cluster programme are state agencies VINNOVA, NUTEK (under Ministry of 

Enterprise, Energy and Communications) and ISA (under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs).  

The Visanu program was managed by the group of coordinators, representing the three initiating 

authorities. The budget for the program amounted to around € 7 million for the period of 3 

years. 

 

The geographic coverage is national. 

 

 

 

Regional Cluster Program  

 

Despites its name, this programme is a national initiative with regional focus. It can be seen as 

a continuation of the Visanu programme.  

 



 
The programme is organised as an open call for applications for regional cluster development 

initiatives. The initiative has to be market-driven with a focus on enhancement of the 

competitiveness capabilities and it has to be founded as a part of the Regional Growth Plans. 

Program is targeting clusters in all different stages of development, embryonic, emerging and 

mature clusters. 

 

Specific objectives for the program were set as: 

 

 widening the use of existing R&D institutions  

 improving the cooperation of existing R&D institutions within the Triple Helix  

 promoting commercial cooperation such as export promoting actions and strategy analysis  

 promoting cluster expansion with activities concerning establishment, promoting, spin-offs, 

marketing and increase of member companies.  

 

The initiator of the program is the state agency NUTEK (under Ministry of Enterprise, Energy 

and Communications).  

 

The geographic coverage is national with strong regional focus (Regional Growth Plans).  

The implementing agency is Nutek, with the budget of around € 7 million per year for the period 

2005-2010. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Case study: Croatia 

Cluster development program in Croatia has been implemented since 2005. Ministry of 

Economy, Labour and Entrepreneurship of the Republic of Croatia has been the initiator of the 

program within its overall responsibility for the economic policy. Since 2005, the program 

consisted of different measures and was built on the combination of the top-down and bottom 

–up approach. Cluster program offered support to clusters in different development phases, 

from initiation, cluster organization set up and growth phase.  Besides that, several other 

programs and initiatives in relation to cluster development were initiatied but often isolated 

from each other which is recognized as the main deficiency in the policy implementation. In 

2011 a new, long term Cluster Development Strategy was developed. 

 

 

1. Cluster Policy 

 

1.1. Policy Framework 

 

Croatia is the leading performer among the Western Balkan countries in the overall 

environment for SMEs, in innovation and technology development. The country has a clear and 

well-structured national strategy, based on the recognized weaknessess and challanges. The 

three documents in relation to cluster development programs are mentioned. 

 

The ‘Strategic Development Framework 2006 - 2013’ was adopted by the Government of the 

Republic of Croatia at its session on August 4, 2006. This is a programing document, which 

elaborates models and paths to strengthen Croatia as a more competitive and prosperous 

country. The Strategic Development Framework defines priorities and actions whose 

implementation will ensure stable economic growth, employment, and a better standard of 

living in the coming seven years. 

 
‘Science and Technology Policy of the Republic of Croatia 2006 - 2010’ is strategic 

document  adopted by the Government of the Republic of Croatia in May 2006 and presents a 

vision of the development of the science and technology sector, upon which  development and 

qualitative changes enabling the transformation of Croatia into a society of knowledge are 

based. The main challenge of science policy is to stimulate scientific excellence and enable the 

transfer of knowledge and results of scientific discoveries to industry and business in order to 

increase competitiveness and generate sustainable growth and productivity. 

 

‘Regional Competitiveness Operational Programme 2007 - 2009’ serves as a basis for using 

the EU pre-accession assistance for the purpose of achieving social and economic cohesion 

within Croatia,  primarily focused on  SME development and R&D and innovation. 

 

The policy framework is supported by a range of different policy programs and measures  

relating to technology and innovation, especially stimulating development and growth of 

technology-based SMEs,  development of innovative clusters and development of technology 

and innovation infrastructure.  

 

Special Cluster Development Program has been designed as well as several other programs, 

supporting SME, R&D and technology development, i.e. Business Advisory Service (BAS) 



 
Programme, Competitiveness and Innovation Framework Programme (CIP), Competitiveness 

Upgrading Programme (KonCro), Croatian Programme for Innovative Technological 

Development (HITRO), Development of Knowledge-Based Enterprises (RAZUM),  R&D  

Programme (IRCro),  Technology Infrastructure Development Programme (TehCro), 

Technology-Related Research and Development Programme (TEST), and Venture Capital 

Programme (VenCro). 

 

The Ministry of Economy, Labour and Entrepreneurship (MELE) and Ministry of Science, 

Education and Sports (MSES) administer most of the programmes with three main 

implementing institutions: 

• National Foundation for Science, Higher Education and Technological Development (NFS),  

• Business Innovation Centre of Croatia (BICRO) with the task to create, implement and finance 

innovation policy programmes for the commercial application of science and to foster closer 

science-industry cooperation, and 

• Croatian Institute for Technology (HIT) with the task to finance technological research 

projects and to develop the national innovation system. 

 

 

1.2.Aim and Objectives of the Policy 

 

Cluster policy was defined in the context of the transition process as a tool for restructuring of 

the economy towards higher added value activities and thus strengthening of the 

competitiveness of the national economy. Croatian Government sees the development of 

clusters as a means for stimulating development of small and medium enterprises, promoting 

technology development and innovation as well as stimulating sustainable regional 

development.  

 
Clusters are defined  as networks of enterprises that complete each other. They are mostly 

formed out of a mixture of three types of enterprises that mutually complete: 

• Enterprises with a special market and technological power working on the international level; 

• Contractors or manufacturers, mostly small and medium enterprises; and 

• Innovative and dynamic professional associations based on the new cognitions (like: research 

institutes, professional training institutions, etc.). 

 
Strategic objectives of the policy are defined to: 

● Improve overall economic performance, competitiveness of national and regional 

economies,  while improving the structure of economic activities  

● Boosting growth and employment while strengthening competitiveness of  existing 

companies, increasing new business formation, and increasing investment and exports 

● Encouraging innovation while improving networking of the public, business and 

scientific-research sectors. 

 

More specifically, cluster policy objectives are focused on: 

 

 



 
 Stimulating the process of clustering. The process of clusterisation in Croatia means 

restructuring, repositioning and specialisation of Croatian industrial enterprises.  

 Stimulating strategic inter and intra sectoral cooperation as well as cooperation between 

business sector and research for joint investment in new technologies and innovation. 

 Stimulating international cooperation of individual companies and clusters to increase 

export and access to new markets 

 

 
2. Cluster Support Programs 

 

2.1.Program Design Principles 

 
Economic and regional policy support formation and development of clusters via different 

programs.  

 

Direct support for cluster development started in 2005 by the Ministry of Economy, Labour and 

Entrepreneurship. Support was granted to the cluster initiatives for development of their 

strategies and organization. 

 

Indirect support for cluster development is offered through the science and technology policy 

programs, stimulating investment in joint R&D projects, cooperation and transfer of knowledge 

from the public educational and research institutions. 

 

Development of infrastructure in support for cluster development is another important element, 

involving development of the regional development agencies and technology/innovation 

centres. 

 
Cluster development is also important focus of many different international donor programs 

and initiatives, i.e. EU, World Bank, USAID and national donor programs such as German 

Technical Cooperation Association (GTZ – Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische 

Zusammenarbeit). Programs focus mainly on support for development and dissemination of 

knowledge and international experiences in cluster development, cluster management and 

organization, and development of support services.  

 
Despite direct and indirect government support, evidence suggests that clustering process is still 

slow and clusters are still struggling with a lack of integration of participating companies, and 

inadequate relations with R&D centres and top service providers. The main obstacle recognized 

is lack of coordination and integration of many different cluster support measures to ensure 

strong and long term suport and thus improve the results and impact of the policy (OECD and 

EC Survey, 2007). 

 

Mirjana Dragičević from the Faculty of Economics, University of Zagreb, an expert on  

clusters in Croatia, summarised the situation with cluster development at the beginning of 

2007 in one of her articles as follows: 'Regional clusters became the strategic development  

 

 



 
tool in achieving the Lisbon agenda in Europe. The same is the case in most post-transition 

economies. The situation in Croatia is different, because the institutional prerequisites for the 

cluster development are not completely developed. Croatia is still not divided into the regions, 

according to the EU standards and regional statistical accounts are not realised yet and there 

is no relevant basis to comparative regional statistics. There is a low level of communication 

and coordination between national, counties and local authorities. Adequate microeconomic 

policies that support cluster development are missing, such as educational policy and incentive 

policy to foreign direct investment.’ 

 
Newly excapted Cluster Development Strategy in the Republic of Croatia 2011-2020 is 

adressing these weaknesses, defined as: 

 Lack of coordination between various connected policies (i.e. economic, R&D and regional 

policy) 

 Lack of coherent approach to clusters at national and regional level 

 Inefficient implementing structures at all levels. 

 

The strategy foresees establishment of the national coordination body and comprehnsive 

monitoring and evaluation system. Set of coordinated measures in support for cluster 

development, organizational set-up and management, implementation of technology and 

innovation strategies and internationalzation of clusters is defined.  

 

 

         2.2. Program Implementation 

 
In 2005, the Ministry for Economic Affairs, Labour and Entrepreneurship (MELE) launched 

the first program for co-funding cluster development  initiatives. In the period 2005-2007 

MELE supported 22 initiatives for the establishment of clusters with the total amount of app. 

one million EUR. In further years, direct support for cluster was minimalized but other 

important iniciatives started. 

 

Affiliation of clusters, National Centre for Clusters, was established within the Croatian 

Chamber of Economy (CCE) in November 2007 as a bottom-up initiative of existing Croatian 

clusters. It intends to articulate and perform their interests and needs. The project objective is 

to create material, organizational and intellectual conditions and prerequisites for more dynamic 

growth of industry and industry related activities.  

 

MELE has been, in cooperating with the German Technical Cooperation Association (GTZ) 

implemented comprehensive project on education of cluster managers.  As the result, MELE 

presented the ˝Cluster Management Hand-book for Professional Work˝. 

  

Regional development strategy is built up on the national level and the regional operational 

plans in most counties. Regional development agencies also exist in most counties and they are 

engaged on the SMEs projects and other actions dealing with competitiveness building. In 

different counties, the various types of business integrations are created, such as districts, 

business zones etc. Regional clusters are foreseen as the future goals in many regional 

development documents.  There are several clusters, which were financially supported through  

the regional programs on the field of wood and furniture production, agriculture and agricultural 



 
equipment, maritime and shipbuilding industry, machine and tool industry, automotive 

industry, textile,.. 

 
Between 2007 and 2010, within the framework of the first Croatian export strategy titled 

„Croatian Export Offensive“, six export-oriented clusters were selected and supported on a top-

down principle: small shipyards, ICT solutions, textiles & clothing, table water, wood-

processing & furniture, and mariculture & fish. The purpose of these clusters is foreign market 

penetration with the creation of recognisable export brands. 

   

   Case study: Austria 

Austria is a unique case of comprehensive and systemic competitiveness policy, using clusters 

as a tool in different policy programs, targeting SME development, R&D and innovation, 

internationalization and regional development. Differemt cluster initiatives have been launched 

since 1990s, both at the national and at the regional level. Regional cluster programs and 

especially the Upper Austria program are known as best practices in Europe. Competence 

Centres are well known as a nationalwide R&D policy program. 

Key learning from the case of Austria can be two-folded; cluster concept is a meaningfull tool 

of different policies. Design and implementation of cluster-related policy programmes is 

addressing different objectives i.e. strengthening R&D and innovation, competitiveness of 

SME’s, internationalization…but following the same underlining principle; regional 

competitiveness is not determined by the strengths of individual company, but the 

everincreasing capabilities of the industry to innovate and grow. And secondly, the success of 

the cluster-related programmes is strongly determined by the organization and management of 

the development initiatives. Strong emphasys in all different policy programmes is put on 

development of new business models and managerial capabilities. 

 

 

1. Cluster Policy 

Austria is known for its long experiences in cluster development. Cooperation and cluster 

development is important part of Austrian R&D and competitiveness policy since the beginning 

of 1990s. Cluster development in Austria operates at different levels: regional clusters (as the 

Automotive Cluster Styria (AC Styria), the Automotive Cluster Upper Austria…), nation-wide 

clusters (as the export clusters) and industry-research linking competence centres. These 

different forms illustrate the importance of cluster concept in the Ausrtrian development 

policies.  

 

1.1.Policy Framework 

Cluster development in Austria is traditionally linked to SME and research and development 

policy.   

 

The Austrian economic structure featuring a large share of small and medium-sized enterprises, 

therefore economic policy realized that clusters could be a powerful instrument to strengthen 

the competitiveness of SMEs. Networking of companies, research and training institutions,  

government and other institutions in the form of clusters has consequently been applied in 



 
Austria as a means to enhance the competitiveness of SMEs. The explicit objective of these 

cluster-based policies has been to increase exports, productivity and innovative activity of 

SMEs. 

In 1995 Austria jointed the European Union. The challenges Austria faced in the pre-accession 

period were low R&D-intensity of the enterprise sector and fragmented science base.  The share 

of R&D-expenditures of the enterprise sector on total R&D-expenditures has been extremely 

low in Austria compared to other EU member states. Another important characteristic in this 

context was lack of big R&D-intensive firms. Low rates in the creation of new companies and 

weak positioning in new high-tech markets raised concern about the entrepreneurial drive of 

the Austrian economy as a whole and the need for a more focused R&D policy. Again, cluster 

development was recognized as an effective policy tool. Enhancement of the co-operation 

culture both within the enterprise sector as well as between scientific research and industrial 

innovation became an integral element of almost every new policy measure to be launched since 

the mid 1990s. 

In Austria, development policies, both at national and at regional level are traditionally build 

on the concept of ‘social partnership’. This means that basic policy principles and the 

conception of programmes are agreed upon in advance in an informal cooperation between 

business(chambers of commerce), labour (trade unions) and the state (federal and regional). 

Cooperation and cluster-like initiatives are known in Austria before the cluster concept 

became  term in economic policy. For instance, before the first Austrian cluster was 

institutionalized in the automotive industry,  a forum for this industry - showing some of the 

features of a cluster – has been developed already in late 1980s. This forum, called AOEM, 

was established with targets similar to those of present well known automotive clusters in the 

regions of Styria and Upper-Austria. The forum supported development of  dialogue and co-

operation between suppliers of the automotive industry. The second precursor of the existing 

Austrian clusters was set up in 1990 for the wood processing industry, called “Pro-Holz” 

(“Pro wood”). It was organised as a working pool of the Austrian wood industry and aimed at 

improving the image of this sector. 

 

Regional level in Austria has a high level of authonomy in development policies. Cluster 

programs are developed both at national and regional level. High degree of political 

decentralisation is reflected in variaty of cluster programs and initiatives across Austria 

according to regional and local needs. The main actors taking forward cluster development 

initiatives are regional governments and regional development agencies. 

 

1.2. Aim and Objctives 

There is no overall cluster policy in Austria but rather a number of different policy programs 

supporting cluster development, following the objectives of the industry and research-related 

policies of Austria, such as: 

 Strengthening Austrian innovation and research 

 Internationalisation of economy 

 Development of key technologies and promoting regional specialisation 

 Supporting business start-ups and SME development in high-technology sector. 

 



 
2. Cluster Support Programmes 

Different cluster-initiatives have been launched since 1990s, both at the national and at the 

regional level as part of different policies and focuses: 

- Science and trechnology programmes like LISA (Life Science Austria). The 

Programme is aiming at successful development of Life Sciences in Austria, increase 

of Austria’s chances in international competition, building of all initiatives and 

benefits regarding Life Science.  FIT-IT programmeis aiming at fostering substantial 

further development in the field of information technology.  

- COMET Programme (Competence Centres for Excellent Technologies), aiming at 

initiating and supporting long-term research co-operations between science and 

industry in top-level research.  

- Go International Programme with 32 action programs supporting 

internationalisation of the Austrian economy. There are two cluster-relevant 

programmes, Specialists for Key industries and Export Co-operations. 

- Regional cluster programmes aiming at promoting cooperation between SME’s and 

supporting refgional specialization in key industries.There are several regional cluster 

programmes with the Upper Austria Clusterland and Styria Cluster Program being the 

most known cases. 

 

At the national-level, one of the most ambitious plans for translating the cluster idea into new 

policy is the ‘Competence Centre Programme’. This pilot programme was first initiated in 

1997 by the federal government. The primary goal was to improve interaction between 

academic research and private industrial R&D through the establishment of collaborative 

research institutions, called ‘competence centres’.   

These programme is  part of the so-called “Technology Offensive” of the national 

government, carried out by the Federal Ministry of Science and Transport (now Transport, 

Innovation and Technology) and the Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs (now Federal 

Ministry for Economic Affairs and Labour). The main criterion for the support is the co-

operation between university research institutions and businesses to improve applied, pre-

competition research results.  The programme aims  at the formation and upgrading of 

industrial clusters (“technology clusters”) to increase private R&D expenditures. Up to now, 

13 competence centres in different technology fields, ranging from advanced composites to 

telecommunications, have been set up. 

Comprehensive cluster programmes are designed and implemented at the regional level. Case 

study is focused on cluster experiences in Upper Austria, known as Clusterland. 

 

Case of Upper Austria 

Upper Austria is leading industrial region, characterised by high levels of dynamism and 

economic stability. Powerful employment, growth and low levels of unemployment are the 



 
result of the competitive strengths of the region and its companies.  

 

Within the last decade, Upper Austria has positioned itself as a competence region for clusters 

and networks. Development of clusters is an essential part of the Upper Austrian development 

policy since 1990s, with the aim to boost the innovation efficiency of the companies when 

cooperating with other firms and knowledge and development institutions. 

Since 1998, clusters were gradually developed in most important economic branches in Upper 

Austria: automotive, plastics, eco-energy, furniture & timber construction, food and health 

technology, and mechatronics. In addition, inter-branch networks have been set-up in the fields 

of human resources and labor market devleopment, design & media, logistics and 

environmental technologies.  

Upper Austria cluster policy targets are; 

 Improvement of the competitiveness and innovative strengths of companies  and the region 

 Growth of small and medium-sized enterprises  

 Strengtening of the innovation capabilities through cooperation. 

The cluster development initiative started with the programme “Upper Austria 2000+”, with 

the budget of 80, 8 million €. The programme lasted from 1998 to 2003 and covered three 

strategic areas; technology and R&D, training and qualifications, location marketing. 

The second programme called “Innovative Upper Austria 2010”, with the budget of 600 million 

€ for the period 2005-2010, was focused on five strategic areas; R&D, qualification, networks, 

business and technology location. 

Around 200 cluster cooperation projects have been initiated since the beginning of cluster 

policy in the region. More than 1.000 partners believe that they will be more successful when 

cooperating and using the support and assistance of clusters. 

Since January 2006, the responsible organisation for 5 clusters in Upper Austria is Clusterland 

Oberösterreich GmbH, which is owned by Technology Management and Location 

Development Agency (TMG) of the federal province of Upper Austria (61%), Upper Austrian 

Chamber of Commerce (19,5%) and Federation of Austrian Industry (19,5%).  

 Clusterland GmbH’s clusters 



 
Clusterland  Upper 

Austria 
  Partner Start 

Automotive  

Vehicle manufacturers and automotive sub-

suppliers, as well as the relevant machine and 

plant constructors and service companies. 

July 

1998 

Plastics  

Manufacturers and processors of plastics, 

machinery, moulds and tools, as well as service 

suppliers. 

April   

1999 

Furniture & 

Timber Construction  

Manufacturers of furniture and wood 

constructions, as well as their sub-suppliers and 

companies offering special services.  

 January 

2000 

Health Technology  
Companies in the medical and rehabilitation 

technology sector. 

March 

2002 

Mechatronics    

Companies in the mechanical engineering and 

plant building sector, equipment and apparatus 

construction, special technology suppliers and 

services companies.    

 January 

2003 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


